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ABSTRACT 
The Custom of the Country: Alistair Cooke and Race in America is a selected, annotated 
edition of 142 installments of Alistair Cooke's BBC broadcast, Letter from America, on race and 
the struggle for civil rights in the United States. 
Alistair Cooke (1908-2004), English-born American journalist, produced a variety of 
works over a seventy-year career, almost all about American politics, society, and culture. 
Besides writing numerous books, he was for 25 years American correspondent for the 
Manchester Guardian newspaper (later The Guardian). From 1946 to 2004 he wrote and 
recorded a weekly 2,1 00-word commentary, Letter from America, broadcast to the United 
Kingdom and British Commonwealth- a total of 2,869 broadcasts. 
Over the decades, the relation of white and black was a frequent concern of Letter from 
America. The Custom of the Country records events from Harry Truman' s eff01ts to advance 
civil rights, through the Brown v. Board of Education decision, battles over segregation and 
passage of civil rights laws, the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr., the riots of the 1960s, 
school busing and Affirmative Action, up to and beyond the O.J. Simpson case. The letters 
VI 
include profiles of such figures as Joe Louis, George Wallace, Lyndon Johnson, Duke Ellington, 
Marian Anderson, J. William Fulbright, and Jesse Jackson. They explore changes in the 
language of race and in black and white society. The texts also reveal the process of change (and 
lack of change) in the views of one immigrant over more than half a century. 
The Custom of the Country is an accurate edition of scripts as near as possible to the words as 
Cooke wrote and spoke them. The edition, spanning the years 1946-2003, was compiled from 
manuscripts and transcripts in the Alistair Cooke collection at the Howard Gotlieb Archival 
Research Center at Boston University, and at the BBC Written Archives Centre in Reading, 
England. Available versions were consulted and compared in the preparation of the text. In 
addition to the introduction, which contains specific references to the texts, footnotes report key 
variant readings, along with historical and biographical background, as well as extensive cross-
referencing of topics and events. 
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Introduction 
New York Times columnist Russell Baker once wrote that early in his career he had applied 
the phrase "the late" to the name of a person who proved to be very much alive. As a result, he 
swore never again to call any person "late," whether dead or alive. A similar hazard attends the 
word "unique." Nevertheless, the Letter from America of Alistair Cooke (1908-2004) is as near 
to unique as is possible in the world of journalism. Each week for fifty-eight years, beginning 
. in March 1946 and ending in February 2004, the English-born American journalist wrote and 
broadcast a thirteen-minute essay, roughly 2,100 words in length. His subject was the United 
States, his adopted country, the medium was BBC radio, and the audience was the United 
Kingdom and the British Empire, later the Commonwealth. 
Cooke began Letter from America when he was thirty-seven and ended when he was ninety-
five, 2,869 broadcasts later, or a little more than six million words. His constancy was as 
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remarkable as his longevity- he almost never missed a week. "I was figuring the other day," 
he wrote in Letter 2854 (7 November 2003), "that in 57 years I had recorded sixteen talks from 
one hospital or another, but missed only one talk on account of illness." Others have written 
broadcast essays of one kind or another, including Eric Severeid, Edward R. Murrow, Charles 
Kuralt and Andy Rooney, but no one has approached the record of Alistair Cooke. 
To the question, "What did he write about in all that time?'', the answer is, almost anything 
you can think of, with the possible exception of science. He wrote about music, cinema, radio 
and television, sports, politics, history, biography, education, food, flowers, business, weather, 
climate, travel, the changing seasons, states and regions, landscape, foreign affairs, city and rural 
life, immigration, women's fashion, home and family life, and race. He wrote often from his 
own experience, including encounters with the famous and the unknown - Churchill, Hitler (and 
a frosty prewar exchange of letters with Joseph Goebbels), Roosevelt, Truman, George C. 
Marshall, Adlai Stevenson and Dwight Eisenhower, later presidents and would-be presidents and 
a host of politicians on every level. Besides the politicians, he knew or hobnobbed with the 
greats of every sort, including Walter White, Martin Luther King Jr., Leontyne Price, Joe Louis, 
Groucho Marx, Bobby Jones, Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall, and especially his jazz heroes 
Duke Ellington, Louis Armstrong, and Earl "Fatha" Hines. 
The importance of Letter ji-om America is not so much in its subjects, or in the depth of what 
Cooke knew or the profundity of his commentary. Like the 55-year diary ofMassachusetts 
colonial judge Samuel Sewall or the 1 00-volume lifelong diary of Queen Victoria, the impmiance 
of the Letter is in the consistency of the voice, personality, values and outlook, and the 
unchanging format of the essay itself. A Letter from America from 1996 looks (the manuscript, 
that is) and sounds almost exactly like a Letter from 1946. For virtually every moment or 
milestone of American life over parts of seven decades (even earlier, since Letter was preceded 
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by a wartime series, American Commentary), one can ask, "What was Alistair Cooke's take on 
that?", dig into the record and fmd that chatty, genial voice, with its modest or magisterial 
opinion, reflecting its version of the zeitgeist. 
For most of its life, Letter ji-om America was only one of Alistair Cooke's professional 
activities He was for twenty-five years American correspondent of the Manchester Guardian, 
after 1959 The Guardian. From 1952 to 1961 he was host of Omnibus on NBC, a live weekly 
alis program, the first to show opera performances on American television. He wrote books on 
Greta Garbo and Douglas Fairbanks, Jr., the Alger Hiss case, doctors and medicine, golf, and 
presidential politics. In 1973, he was writer and host of a thilieen-pali history on PBS television, 
Alistair Cooke's America, which included a multimillion-seller book of the same title. By then, 
he was known as the avuncular host (1971-92) of PBS television's British-produced dramatic 
series, Masterpiece Theater. Whatever he was doing, sometime in every week he turned to 
Letter from America. It meshed remarkably with his daily life: on the back of page 6 of Letter 
2574 (12 June 1998) is a note in pencil: "From Kim [his local Korean grocer]: Salad, grated 
cheese, milk, potato chips, ice cream, bread, beer. Pack for Vermont. Check pants for Jane?" 
Given the scale of the material, a complete edition of the Letter ji-om America perhaps is 
beyond the capacity of a single scholar without support. Exclusive of front- and end-matter, it 
would add up to at least eighteen 400-page volumes. 1 The objective of this edition, The Custom 
of the Country: Alistair Cooke and Race in America, was to produce an accurate, fully annotated 
text of Letters on a single subject: the history and relationship of black and white Americans 
before, during, and after the Civil Rights Movement. It includes 142 Letters from 1946 to 2003, 
the year before Cooke died. Its purposes are twofold: first, to provide a text of use to historians 
concerned with race, the Civil Rights Movement, the broadcast-essay form, and generally the 
1 2,869 x 2,100 = 6,024,900 + 250 words perms page= 24,100 pages x .3 (using the three-into-two 
rule of thumb for manuscript pages to book pages) = 7,230 + 400 = 18 volumes 
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American world in the second half of the twentieth century (on the premise that to study race is 
to study America). Second, in approach and method, the edition will offer a template that could 
be applied to the rest of Letter from America. 
Alfred Cooke was born in Salford, part ofManchester.2 His father, Samuel Cooke, was a lay 
Methodist preacher, sometime factory worker, and insurance salesman and his mother, Mary 
Byrne Cooke, was a fonnidable character of Ulster Protestant lineage. The family moved to the 
coastal resort city of Blackpool in 1917. It was a Liberal home to a degree - "Mr. Gladstone ... 
was the political god of our house in my boyhood," Cooke wrote in Letter 301 (2 January 1952) 
- yet its moral and emotional climate was rigid, cool, and constrained. 
As a teen-ager, Cooke was already interested in African-American culture, mostly through 
the jazz music he and his friends had come to love. Jazz represented at once the pull toward the 
energetic expansive atmosphere of America and away from the relatively narrow world of 
Blackpool, which always, however, remained within him. In Letter 1169 (10 July 1971), he tells 
of putting Louis Armstrong's recording of"St. James Infirmary" on the home phonograph and 
seeing his shocked mother burst into tears that he could enjoy this "jungle band." Rebuked by 
a Wisconsin filling-station attendant in the 1940s for whistling on Sunday, be wrote, "I thought of 
my mother tearing in to the drawing room on Sundays if my piano fmgers wandered from 'Sweet 
and Low' or a Beethoven minuet and slipped into a single chord of jazz."3 
He was not to be repressed. He excelled at the Blackpool Secondary School and won a 
scholarship to Jesus College, Cambridge, matriculating in the autumn of 1927. There he was a 
social and academic success -more former than latter- active in music, theater, and letters, 
2 The source for most of the biographical material, aside from Cooke's own retrospective writings, is 
Nick Clarke's Alistair Cooke: A Biography (New York: Arcade Books, 1999). 
3 The American Home Front, 1941-1942 (New York: Grove Press, 2006), 224. 
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and was cofounder of The Granta, the college literary magazine. Early thoughts of Methodist 
ministry faded. His gift was for the light and bright, which made him popular but drew the 
frowns of tutors. E.M.W. Tillyard marked him as "well-read, quick, keen, industrious," but 
added, "I doubt if he has any real originality."4 C.A. Elliot wrote, "I still believe that he is not 
really a first-class man but there is no doubt he has an extraordinary capacity for impressing 
himself on others who are really much sounder and solider than he is."5 
He took his B.A. in English in 1930, and in November of that year changed his first name by 
deed poll to Alistair. Never did he explain the desire behind this decision, other than to say that a 
friend who had visited the United States had been calling him "Al," the sobriquet had caught on, 
but did not feel right. It was doubtless part of the flight from Blackpool (he hated to go back 
there in adulthood, and did not attend either of his parents' funerals), from all that was stuffy or 
constrained. To be sure Alistair- a Scottish name- has a more colorful lilt than respectable 
Alfred. "AI" is the usual American nickname for Alfred, but in England the boy Cooke more 
likely would have been called "Alf' or "Fred." 
In 1932, Cooke won a Commonwealth Fund fellowship for postgraduate study in the United 
States, a sort of reverse Rhodes scholarship funded by American philanthropist Edward S. 
Harkness. He arrived in New York in September 1932, the trough of the Depression. One of 
his first missions was to head up to Harlem to see his jazz favorites, including Duke Ellington and 
Earl "Fatha" Hines. The plan was to study theater at Yale University, which he did, but he was 
restless in New Haven. Fortunately, the fellowship also required (and funded) travel. In June 
the next year, Cooke flew to Chicago -his first airplane trip - and he and another 
Commonwealth fellow bought a Ford Model A for $60 and hit the road. They traveled across 
the West, into Canada, to California, the Grand Canyon, and back through the South. While in 
4 Clarke , 30. 
5 Clarke, 56. 
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Hollywood, brimming with self-confidence, Cooke landed an interview (for an Observer article) 
with Charlie Chaplain, and ended up spending days with the superstar on his yacht with his 
cmrent amour, Paulette Goddard. 
Cooke always said that this trip redirected his life. Besides the glamour of Hollywood and 
New York, he discovered a rich, sprawling, and complicated country of which he and his 
coun11ymen - he well knew - were ignorant. Soon he had dreams of reporting and 
interpreting the United States to the British, and in 1934 landed the assignment of reviewing 
American cinema for the BBC. In 1935 he produced a thirteen-week BBC series called The 
American Half-Hour, consisting of dramatized essays about American life. In one segment, 
"The Negro," the fictional English visitor meets rural southern blacks and whites. They chat, but 
little is said about racial segregation. 
By 1934 he was married to Ruth Emerson, an American (the first of two marriages), and back 
in England. After scrounging with mixed success for journalism and radio work, in 1937 he 
returned to America with his wife to stay, settling in New York. In 1938 he got a job as an 
American correspondent for The Times of London, which took him to the presidential nominating 
conventions of 1940, and a year and a half later to the floor of Congress to hear and report on 
Roosevelt's "Date of Infamy" speech. U.S. citizenship was granted 1 December 1941. 
Looking back, he wrote in Letter 921 (24 July 1966), "I was the immigrant, a brash and highly 
superior visitor ... so astounded by America as the unknown continent- as, in the 1930s it 
certainly was- that he came back to tell about it to the people who had stayed home." 
Before and during the war years, Cooke alternated with BBC commentator Raymond Gram 
Swing on American Commentary, mostly pieces about national politics and policy. Twice during 
the war, he traveled again around the country by car and train, taking the pulse of the home front, 
South, West, Midwest and Northeast. By now he had seen more than most natives. In 1945, he 
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was hired to cover the United States for the Manchester Guardian. The next year, BBC 
executive Lindsay Wellington proposed a new version of American Commentary, less political 
and more cultural. Cooke leaped at the idea- it played straight to his oldest dream. In his 
first visit to America, he said in a 1962 interview, "I saw a great career readymade for me if I 
wanted to go after it, which I did."6 To Wellington he wrote, "Many ingenious and fanciful 
titles occurred to me but the best still seems to me my first suggestion, namely - American 
Letter. ... As I understand it, it will be a weekly personal letter to a Briton by a fireside about 
American life and people and places in the American news . . . . the stress will tend always to be 
on the springs of American life, whose bubbles are in the headlines, rather than on the bright 
headlines themselves."7 The fireside image came straight from Roosevelt, his hero. 
Like Athena from the head of Zeus, Letter from America (as it was renamed in 1950) came 
out of Cooke with same format in Letter 1, 9 March 1946, as in Letter 2,869, 20 February 2004. 
Each thirteen- or fourteen-minute "talk," as Cooke often referred to them, began with "Good 
Evening" (in later years, "Good Morning" was added, depending on the time of broadcast) and 
ended with "Good Night." Recordings were made on metal or glass discs, later on tape, at the 
BBC New York studio. Sent to London by air along with a carbon copy of the text, they were 
broadcast a few days afterward on the BBC Home Service, later to the Empire and 
Commonwealth. 
He always said that he did not choose the subjects of the Letter ahead of time, but let his 
unconscious guide him. As he explained in a lecture, "I get up in the morning and I beat 'Good 
Evening,' and then I say, 'Now what?' And I think it is a safer recipe than a carefully prepared 
lecture, and then pretending to do it in a casual way." After the text was written, he would 
6 BBC interview 1962, Cooke collection, HG. 
7 Memorandum 19 February 1946, Cooke collection, BBCWA. 
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"censor the most outrageous thoughts in the interest of domestic tranquility," but while writing, 
his method was just to "go ahead, don't censor yourself as you go, don't pretend, don' t try to be 
somebody else." He underwent years of psychoanalysis after his 1946 divorce (he remarried 
that year) and, he said in the lecture, "I learned a great deal from old man Freud. One of these 
was, 'Trust your unconscious, it has a logic all its own.' The second thing was, 'all motives are 
quite simple ... the intellect is the great rationalizer of simple motives. All motives are 
childlike. "'8 In his view, he might as well give the unconscious free rein, with its rich potential 
and its irresistible power. Freud' s "profoundest discovery, to me," he wrote, "was that in the 
unconscious opposites are the same. "9 
Over the years, that vision of the unconscious as a crucible of creative contending forces -
often in defiance of one ' s stated intentions or motivations - made regular appearances in his 
writings. Of Senator Edward Kennedy' s ambitions, Cooke wrote in Letter 1545 (22 September 
1978), "Kennedy may be quite sincere in his protestations of not being a Presidential candidate, 
but his unconscious is working overtime to that end." Speaking of the black jurors in the OJ. 
Simpson trial, he writes in Letter 2435 (13 October 1995), "I believe the jurors who said that race 
was never a factor, and I believe old Sigmund Freud in saying- they didn't know it, but it was 
bound to be." With his unconscious at work, he could express a strong opinion, then seem to 
undermine or at least surprise himself. In Letter 614 (17 January 1960), given over to 
grumbling (a recurrent theme) about white society's excessive avoidance of words possibly 
offensive to blacks and other minorities, he pivots and admits to being shocked to hear himself 
speak aloud the name of Nigger Jim in Mark Twain's The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. 
8 Undated transcript marked "lecture," HG. It seems to be in the 1990s, since it mentions Theodore 
Kaczynski, the "unibomber," who was arrested in 1996. 
9 Letter 1055 (27 April 1969). 
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Cooke's insistence that he let his unconscious take the lead naturally invites speculation about 
links between apparently um·elated topics in the Letter. When he speaks in Letter 74 (14 April 
1948) of fraught relations between southern whites and blacks, then turns to a discussion of 
sharks and other fishes getting along happily at a Florida oceanarium ("not segregated as ... in 
aquariums"), then to jockeying between adversaries at the United Nations, one can't but ponder 
the possible connections. 
The appeal to the audience of the Letter was not so much its content, which was rarely the 
product of original reporting, but its individualized voice, tone, and point of view. It was truly 
epistolary, with a seemingly random structure and a genial demeanor. Cooke spoke not to the 
Kingdom or the Empire but to the individual or family beside a radio set. The Letter was not an 
imperious lecture but a kit bag of musings emptied out on a bar or tabletop, which one could sort 
through at leisure or leave entirely alone. He often used the word "you." Laced with easy 
drolleries, a typical letter might touch on hot weather in New York, a state visit from a foreign 
leader, a survey of likely candidates for the next presidential election, a conversation with a 
cabbie, a youthful reminiscence, and the trend toward combined kitchens and dining rooms in 
American homes. 
"Let me explain very simply the system that's used," he wrote in Letter 191 (3 November 
1950), of the off-year congressional elections. "And please try to keep back your tears. It's 
nothing like so complicated as American football, which is chess and military strategy wedded to 
rugby football." He had a gift for condensed narration and characterization, as seen in Letter 
453 (19 August 1956) from the Democratic National Convention, about the mutual 
incomprehension of Adlai Stevenson and Harry Truman: 
Stevenson was the type of gently-bred, only-son bright boy, who went East to 
school and college -to Choate and Princeton, that is to say- to - as a handy 
parallel- to Rugby and Cambridge. Harry Truman, his mother proudly said, 
ploughed the straightest furrow in Jefferson County, Missouri. He is the saltiest 
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type of farming-city boy from a Border State- a Midwestern farmer with a touch 
of Southern accent: once a timekeeper on a construction gang, a petty judge, a 
haberdasher, a man who started in politics ringing doorbells, a man with a farmer's 
distrust of soaring eloquence and four-syllable words; a plain man, sometimes 
breathtakingly so, who yet has a passion for history and who once made the 
surprising remark that the thing he would love most to do would be to write in 
English the plain style that Cicero wrote in Latin. He does remarkably well at it, as 
his speech on Friday night showed. 
Cooke wore so well as a radio presence partly because he did not take the tone of one 
described in The Merchant of Venice: "I am Sir Oracle, I And when I ope my lips let no dog 
bark!" While he knew more than his listeners, when he drew conclusions his manner, if not 
exactly humble, was polite, not arrogant, and often based upon at least a sketch of evidence. 
The evidence might be tendentious and his facts questionable, but the conclusions were measured 
and presented in such a manner as to allow for disagreement. The caveats "I may be wrong" or 
"reasonable men might disagree" are implicit, sometime explicit. 
As the reference to Rugby and Cambridge above shows, Cooke often made British references 
that his listeners could use, the better to understand the United States. Streatham, Sheffield, 
Birmingham, Leeds, Blackpool and villages as obscure as Piddletrenthide are mentioned. 
Besides kings and prime ministers, such figures as memoirist James Agate, comedians Sid Field 
and Max Wall, adventure author E. Phillips Oppenheim, sportswriter and parliamentarian Henry 
Longhurst, diplomat Oliver Franks, and historian James Bryce make appearances. The response 
of a black congregation to the appearance of Martin Luther King, during the 1956 Montgomery 
bus boycott (Letter 729, 5 August 1962), "was like the relief of Mafeking", an incident of the 
Boer War. Cooke could reprove the English, but always with a mild appeal to reason shared 
with a dear cousin whose friendship he treasured, as in this remonstration in Letter 346 (7 
January 1954) about anti-Americanism directed at a Vermont friend traveling in England, who 
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found herself taken for the keeper of the Negroes (she knows no Negroes, by the 
way); a natural sister of Miami race-track racketeers; a rich spendthrift (she works 
on a pretty thin budget); a hopeless materialist untouched by the finer things of life 
and the personal agent of Senator McCat1hy. 'It is an uncomfottable thing,' she said 
tearfully when she got back, 'being an American in Europe these days.' She had to 
come back to find herself and know herself for what she is. . . . I suggest at the 
beginning of the hundred and seventy eighth year of Anglo-American relations that 
this is very natural, perhaps, but very childish. And that if we could lift our heads up 
from the pontificating newspapers and magazines long enough, we ought to be 
ashamed of ourselves. 
In one respect the Letter from America never varied: it was always an apologia for Cooke's 
adopted country. It was said of Winston Churchill that he was "half-American and one hundred 
percent British," and the obverse could be said of Alistair Cooke. Although he wrote in Letter 
209 ( 16 March 1951 ), "I have never had the desire to tie America up in pink ribbons for British 
consumption," his brief for America's goodness and greatness was always evident. This stance 
created a long tension, in the Letter, about race. As noted, Cooke was deeply concerned 
throughout his life with the struggle of black and white- the subject of this edition. For many 
years, he referred to it as "Topic A." The stmy he tells, week to week and decade by decade, 
has two spheres. First, the sphere of events, from Truman's doomed effort to pass a civil rights 
bill in 1947 to the O.J. Simpson criminal and civil trials in the 1990s and everything between: 
lynchings, the Supreme Court decision Brown v. Board of Education, the Montgomery bus 
boycott, southern filibusters in the Senate, school and college integration confrontations in 
Arkansas, Mississippi, and Alabama, the passage of the civil rights acts of the 1960s, the 
assassination ofMartin Luther King Jr., the urban riots of the nineteen-sixties, busing and 
affirmative action, the expansion of the black middle and professional class, the creation of a 
national holiday to honor King, the proliferation of African-Americans in sports. Along with 
events, Cooke explored numerous subtopics: the history of slavery in North and South America, 
the hypocrisies of northern liberals, sins of southern white supremacists, and agonies of southern 
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white liberals, the fear of racial intermarriage, the complex psychology of color and prejudice, 
the names and language of race, the phenomenon of "passing," the gradations of class and 
relationship between and within the races, the roots of urban disorder, the lives of achievers such 
as Duke Ellington, Joe Louis, and Martin Luther King, Jr., the constitutional struggle between 
states and the federal govemment, between govemors, legislatures and courts, 
The second sphere is the character and development of Cooke himself, observable over the 57 
years of the edition (the last Letter included is from 2003, a year before his death). Not once in 
the Letter from America did he evince the ancient racist view that black people were an inferior 
strain of humanity, unworthy or incapable of full rights as citizens. (Indeed he many times cited 
poverty and deprivation as the source of black America's plight. 10) And yet, while he thought 
the unjust lot of black Americans in the South (and the North) was unfortunate, he clearly did 
not fmd it intolerable- indeed their pathetic condition to the young Cooke had been part of"the 
exotic appeal ofthe Negroes" (Letter 761, 12 May 1963). Looking back from the 1960s, in that 
same letter, he speaks of"those of us, especially with a foreign background, who were artistic 
connoisseurs of someone else's tragedy." The Cooke of the 1930s and 40s is a cocky English 
liberal, a believer in healthy social progress, but with a Tory streak- a wariness of the cost of 
efforts too quickly to overturn long-established social arrangements. 
Bom in an almost wholly white country that had long ruled a vast nonwhite empire, Alistair 
Cooke came to America with assumptions. Not that he thought black people inferior, but that 
they were in America, as they were in the Empire, firmly fixed in an inferior position, ruled by 
whites, and had been so for centuries. For this he saw no easy remedy, though he believed, as a 
good liberal, that remediation was in order- though not necessarily right away. In his early 
days he saw and experienced black Americans largely as a servile class: maids, cooks, red caps 
10 See Letter 920 (17 July 1966). 
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on trains, rural laborers, and elevator operators. While he believed that they had the same rights 
as whites under the Constitution, and knew that their political and social rights, particularly in the 
South, had long been denied, these facts did not contaminate his idea of America as a just society. 
He was beguiled by the South, or a white outlander's idea of it: its (white-written) literature, 
climate, the live oaks and Spanish moss, the fragrant camellias, its drawling easygoing lifestyle of 
watermelon-seed spitting and friendly black servants. That lifestyle, of course, which he 
encountered through college friends, was of the white elite, and from that elite he formed his 
particular understanding of the Jim Crow system. Jim Crow was ancient, a natural outgrowth of 
histmy. He usually referred to it as a "custom" or "tradition." Slavery should not be held 
against such great southemers as George Washington (who freed his slaves in his will- when he 
had no further need of them) or Thomas Jefferson (whose slaves were auctioned after his death, 
to pay his debts). Although the Civil War was a tragic clash for both sides, Cooke was strongly 
drawn to the South's long-nourished mythology of the Lost Cause. In Letter 212A (13 April 
1951), he wrote that Robert E. Lee "tended, as much as any soldier ever can, to sainthood . . . one 
of the great Americans of all time, and possibly one of the best human beings." In contrast, he 
could find little to like in Abraham Lincoln, as described in Letter 571 (15 February 1959), who 
was "ungainly to the point of repulsiveness, was hideously untidy, slow to decide anything, inept 
in his dealings with most men he had known for only a short time; a backwoods lawyer of a 
grinding, slow intelligence." Unlike Washington and the noble Lee, Cooke noted, Lincoln had 
never freed a single slave under his control. 
As for what came after the war, Cooke accepted the version told by the historians known as 
the Dunningite school (sometimes the Burgess-Dunning school), after Columbia University 
historians William A. Dunning (1857-1922), John William Burgess (1844-1931) and their 
followers. Their view was that post-Civil War Reconstruction's efforts to elevate the freed 
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slaves and protect their rights was an offense against white dignity, imposed upon the prostrate 
South by a vengeful cabal of Republican radicals, abetted by sleazy northem opportunists known 
as the carpetbaggers. (Cooke called them "detestable carpetbaggers" - Letter 736, 23 
September 1962). This regime disenfranchised the whites and imposed corrupt "Negro rule" 
upon the helpless South. Eventually, in tllis view, the resurgent South organized and threw off 
Negro and Republican rule, a process known as Redemption, resto1ing the rightful supremacy of 
the native whites. The tactical reign of terror against blacks was downplayed. 
Dunning' s attacks on the morals, intelligence, and even religion of black people would shock 
today's reader, and the Dunningite thesis was challenged as early as 1935 by W.E.B. DuBois, 
and by the 1980s was widely regarded as factually wrong as well as deeply racist in its 
assumptions. 11 Nevertheless, Cooke never questioned it, and would offer it as an explanation 
("The South was hideously exploited"- Letter 568, 1 February 1959) and at least partial 
justification of the South' s obsession with the Jim Crow system. It was about preventing the 
retum of"Negro rule" and white disenfranchisement. 
Besides this historical memory, Cooke believed that white opposition to civil rights for black 
Americans was rooted in a deep fear of sex - sex between whites and blacks, which would in 
southem minds adulterate and eventually destroy the white race. "Where the Negro bulks so 
large," he wrote in Letter 443 (12 April1956), "he is a threat to the dominance of the whites and 
to the continuation of a white race." Brown v. Board of Education, he wrote in the same letter, 
"not only imposes the quite harmless custom of working and playing with children of another 
race. It threatens to destroy the taboo which allowed them a safe familiarity. I will not beat about 
the bush. It brings to all south em parents the specter of intermarriage and eventual wholesale 
11 See, in Bibliography, works by W.E.B. DuBois 1935, John Hope Franklin 1961 , Kenneth M. 
Stampp 1965, Eric Foner 1988 and 1995, Steven Hahn 2003 , Thomas J. Brown 2006. 
XXVI 
miscegenation." The positive benefit of the sex taboo, as Cooke saw it, was that it allowed an 
intimacy between southern blacks and whites that was impossible in the North. 
While it is unquestionably true that southern whites feared miscegenation, Cooke never 
explored -perhaps because he thought it preposterous - the 19111 century doctrine behind the 
fear: that black people are an inferior human subspecies. He understood the fear more simply 
as a natural inclination of all peoples - races as well as ethnic groups - to stick to "their own 
kind" and to fear the other. Sometimes he even argues that there was a degree of consent in the 
Jim Crow system, in its taboos that both sides understood and accepted; in other words, deep 
down, black people also want to stick with their own. 
Yet he could not deny the violence and oppression, the predations of the Ku Klux Klan and 
the traditions of lynching, rape, and intimidation. Indeed he deplored these outrages, but 
explained them away in the same way that the Dunningites had explained away the reign of terror 
that had ended Reconstruction: by holding the elites of southern society blameless, while 
pointing the finger at the uncontrollable "poor white trash" and the demagogues who whipped 
them up. The better sort had the black folks' best interests at heart. In Letter 957 (6 April 
1967) he wrote that "if some people have to wait on others and work for them, 
they could not wish anything better, more watchful and more humane -than to 
work for the best kind of Southerner, who today is detested and ridiculed as a 
comfortable tyrant smugly treading down the men of another color. There are smug 
tyrants -the smug tyrants have always been the white trash - especially the poor 
white trash- of the South. They are in the vanguard of the rampant 
segregationists, and among them you will find much calculated viciousness and 
brutality as you'd ever fear to find in any human society. Put in a blank, objective 
way and say that the South contains the best and worst of America." 
Cooke readily denounced the notorious haters. So fiercely, indeed, did he attack 
segregationist Mississippi senator Theodore Bilbo ("His policies . .. are conceived in hate and 
spawn in illiteracy") in Letter 18 ( 14 July 1946) that the BBC, fearful of a libel suit, pulled the 
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plug in the middle of the broadcast, the only time in 58 years that a Letter from America was 
refused for content. Forty-five years later, in Letter 2232 (22 November 1991), he tore into 
modem Klan leader David Duke, a more sophisticated Bilbo ("the bluest eyed, frankest, sweetest 
looking young bigot you'd ever hope to meet") nmning for govemor of Louisiana. 
In the early years of Letter jr01n America, Cooke believed that the elites, the well-meaning 
southem white liberals, if left alone, would improve the lot of the black masses, but that pressure 
from the outside would actually set back the cause by firing up the white trash. Hence his 
skepticism in the 1940s and 1950s about civil rights laws, court orders, and federal enforcement. 
He did not think the Brown decision was unjust, nor was he explicitly opposed to civil rights. 
But he did not believe that determined southem resistance could be overcome by anything but a 
gradual re-education- a slow preparation of white and black. Determined federal enforcement 
would surely provoke armed resistance. "Once before," he wrote darkly in Letter 547 (31 
August 1958), "almost one hundred years ago, the govemment held a gun at the head of the 
South. And it nearly wrecked the union. It might again." In Letter 716 (1 April1962) he 
acclaimed the decision of Roman Catholic Archbishop Joseph Rummel to abolish segregation in 
New Orleans Catholic schools- not so much the decision as the years spent preparing his flock: 
"He seems to me ... the example of a man who has achieved the triumph of gradualism, who 
resisted- as many liberals do not ... the gorgeous impulse toward self-righteousness." 
Implicit in this narrative was a presumptive conception- again, possibly with old imperial 
roots- of black people not as significant actors in their own fate, but as a helpless mass to be 
"lifted up" by conscientious mling whites. Cooke wrote in Letter 908 (24 April 1966), "The 
job of lifting up the poorest, the worst housed, the least educated, the most fertile, and the least 
skilled tenth of the population is a long, long job." Citing an old British colonial govemor in 
Letter 54 (26 June 1947) he writes, "The remedy, I believe, is that which a forgotten great man, 
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Lord Lugard, conceived fifty years ago in proclaiming the obligation of all ruling peoples to 
recognize a double responsibility, a dual mandate: the mandate to rule well, and the mandate to 
help towards self-rule." He seems to revise this condescending view later (and directly reject 
Kipling's "white man's burden" ethos), in Letter 154 (2 December 1949). As it tumed out, the 
Civil Rights Movement was not steered by the likes ofLugard- its energy sprang from black 
people themselves, with help from whites, to be sure, but with their own leaders. 
Apart from his heroes of music and sports - from Ellington to Leontyne Price, Joe Louis to 
Arthur Ashe- it is noticeable that throughout the decades of Letter from America, Cooke 
mentions only a very few leaders of African-American action and achievement. There's King, of 
course, Walter White of the NAACP, Booker T. Washington a few times, Father Divine once. 
But not Frederick Douglass, the scholars W.E.B. DuBois or Kenneth Clark, labor leader A. 
Philip Randolph, anti-lynching crusader Ida B. Wells, or the great lawyers Charles Hamilton 
Houston and Thurgood Marshall (except a reference to his appointment as Lyndon Johnson's 
solicitor general). He does mention black leaders whom he regards as bad actors: Malcolm X 
and "the Black Power boys," Stokely Carmichael and H. Rap Brown. Nor does he pay much 
attention to the leading black writers of his era: Langston Hughes, Gwendolyn Brooks, Richard 
Wright, Zora Neale Hurston, Dorothy West, Ralph Ellison. He does name James Baldwin, but 
only to cite the title of his essay, The Fire Next Time, as a dire waming of insurrection. 
Cooke was stunned and angered by the violence that began with the Harlem and Bedford-
Stuyvesant riot of 1964 - not far from his home on Fifth Avenue at the comer of East 961h Street. 
In Letter 873 (8 August 1965), on the riots of Watts, Los Angeles, he sketched a new, oft-
repeated theory that seemed to echo his early doubts about hasty reform. Black people had been 
promised too much, too soon, he argued, and when they discovered that equality would not come 
immediately, they exploded in envy at the good life enjoyed by whites. This, he maintained, 
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should have been foreseeable, quoting sociologist Seymour Leventman: "The history of 
revolutions shows that when conditions get better people become more openly dissatisfied. . . . It 
is not accidental that rioting is occurring after the Civil Rights legislation, not before." 
A continual refrain over the decades (seen above in the Rummel passage) is a sneer at the 
hypocrisy of northern (and English) liberals. They believe, Cooke said in Letter 734 (8 
September 1962), in equal rights for black people as long as they are far away in the South. If 
such liberals move, he writes, to a city with a majority of blacks, "they invariably send their own 
children to private schools, which enjoy the privilege or the neutrality ofbeing all-white." They 
as much as southerners, he believed, were afraid of the old rhetorical question he first posed in 
Letter 54 (26 June 1947) and many other times over the decades, "Would you want your daughter 
to marry a Negro?" As for English criticism of American race policies, repeatedly he would 
point to the large population of blacks in the deep southern states, relative to whites, and suggest 
to his listeners that they too might fear and shun black people if they lived in comparable 
numbers in London or Birmingham. This was before the rise of large nonwhite communities in 
Britain. 
All of this said, events had a powerful effect on Cooke's views, as on many complacent white 
Americans. He was horrified by the mob violence against schoolchildren in Little Rock, 
Arkansas in 1957, and against integration of the University ofMississippi in 1962, and by such 
outrages as the murder of three civil rights workers and the killing of four little girls in the 
Birmingham church bombing, both in 1963. He was not especially impressed by 27-year-old 
Martin Luther King when he first saw him during the Montgomery bus boycott in 1956 - even 
repeating the local (and false) white dismissal that he was "a eat's paw for the NAACP." But 
later, with the rise of the Black Power movement and the epidemic of1ioting in hundreds of 
cities, his admiration for King grew. He wrote a tribute to him almost every year after his 
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birthday became a national holiday in 1983, and never forgave Ronald Reagan for opposing the 
civil rights bills of the 1960s (and initially, the King holiday) and for equivocating when asked if 
he believed that King was a communist. In old age, Cooke looked back on the Civil Rights 
revolution with pride, and frequently wrote that no other white-dominated society had achieved 
anything like it. 
On race as on other subjects, Cooke's willingness to give his unconscious free rein allowed 
for competing and sometime contradictory views. "It is true that nowhere in the United States is 
the Negro in a worse state than he is in the South," he wrote in Letter 132 (3 July 1949), "but that 
is because there are more of him there and it is the poorest, the immeasurably poorest, section of 
the country. It is also true, and must be said, that nowhere in America is the Negro better 
treated." Even when making quiet excuses for the oppression of black people, he could fume at 
the historical treatment of American Indians ("atrocious"- Letter 664, 5 February 1961), even 
more so of Japanese Americans during World War II: "The ugly fact remained that a group of 
Americans had been treated as a special kind of American, whose liberties under the law could be 
allowed them only inside a camp posted with armed guards" (Letter 233, 23 August 1951 ). 
Alistair Cooke was a self-invention to some extent. The revision of his name, nationality, 
and accent (Americans thought he sounded English, while the British thought he sounded 
American), were early signs that he would not be an easy man to pin down. He agonized often 
over the several sides to every question. Once a friend and admirer of Adlai Stevenson, he 
became a fan of Ronald Reagan. He had friends in the worlds of politics, Hollywood, sports, 
and the fine arts, but was never fixed in any social setting. Partly this is the way of the journalist, 
who loiters at the periphery of events and society, observing and absorbing but avoiding direct 
action or the center of attention. (See his comment below about sliding smoothly into society.) 
He may well also have felt an uncertainty about where he belonged, which greatly sensitized him 
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to the American dilemmas of racial and ethnic identity. He often referred to himself as Anglo-
Saxon, at other times "White Anglo-Irish Scottish Protestant" (Letter 2516, 2 May 1997), or "on 
one side half Irish and half German, the other side half English and Scotch" (Letter 921, 24 July 
1966). In any case, he was no rebel, but more of an adjustor. 
He was not afraid to let his inner divisions, his mixed-up feelings about race and his own 
relationship with black people, show to a point. He often spoke of guilt and discomfort at relying 
on black servants, and mused at what- despite their kindness - they might think of the likes of 
him (Letter 957, 16 April1967). In one version of Letter 734 (8 September 1962) he wrote, "I 
believe with all my heart (I am not quite sure about my head) in the sense and the sanity of 
having Negroes enjoy the basic political rights that the Constitution boasts of: as to voting, 
schooling, the equal enjoyment of public facilities, like restaurants, parks, tennis courts, 
swimming pools, and an equal chance for a good man to go from the public school to the bench, 
the head of surgery, even the White House." However, he apparently censored the parenthetical 
doubt; it does not appear in the transcript of the broadcast. 
None of this is to argue that Alistair Cooke was insincere in his belief that black Americans 
had the same rights as whites, that their pains and deprivations must somehow be solved for the 
sake of justice and national peace. He came to believe that a great national commitment was 
needed, programs to address poverty, family breakdown, and unemployment, and he criticized 
Republicans in the 1980s for trying to cut such programs. He never suggested that the sufferings 
of African-Americans were acceptable, or their own fault. He tried to be alert to their sensitivity 
(although it annoyed him) about the nomenclature of race, about words of offense, to any hint of 
condescension. See, for example, Letters 6 (28 April1946) and 1873 (4 January 1985), the first 
an incident outside a Harlem jazz club, the second an encounter with opera singer Leontyne Price. 
In both cases, he winces at the obtuseness of a white person's comments to a black person. 
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Changes in the acceptable group designation baffled him: colored was replaced by Negro, 
succeeded in tum by black, and eventually by African-American. Ruefully he cited the case of 
H.L. Mencken, an intellectual hero, who was once attacked by black leaders for using in an article 
the designation "Afro-Americans" instead of Negroes. "For the time being," Cooke writes in 
Letter 1025 (15 September 1968), "I guess we'd better say blacks . . .. when it becomes prim, or 
condescending, I'll let you know." Yet despite his desire to be sensitive- those contending 
forces again- he continued to call black neighborhoods "darktowns" for most of his life (see 
Letter 2588, 18 September 1998). 
Cooke acknowledged that, try as he might, he did not understand how black people felt, 
hence his shock at the riots of the 1960s (even though he had wonied about the smoldering anger 
of city black communities as early as 1963) and his never-allayed fear that they might happen 
agam. The bafflement is perhaps not surprising. His daughter, Susan Cooke Kittredge, has said 
that while he knew and admired many black people, he did not have close black friends.12 In an 
angry letter to the Guardian in July 1956, in response to Cooke's dispatches from the 
Montgomery bus boycott, an NAACP executive wrote, "There is no indication in his articles that 
he interviewed any Negroes, or sought their views."13 In Letter 921 (24 July 1966), speaking of 
"the revolt of the Negroes in the slums," he writes, "I ask most people I meet these days, and 
obviously they are white people, what they would do about it. On the whole they don't know." 
Despite his grappling with "Topic A" as a matter of national policy, Alistair Cooke admired 
the achieving African-Americans he had known and observed. He eulogized them at their 
deaths, one by one, not only Martin Luther King, Jr., Joe Louis, and his jazz heroes Duke 
Ellington and Louis Armstrong, but pioneers such as Marian Anderson, Jackie Robinson, and 
Arthur Ashe. He paid tribute, too, to those whites who had fought for the rights of black people, 
12 Conversation with the editor, May 2010. 
13 See "The Boycott City," Appendix A. 
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such as Hubert Humphrey and Lyndon Johnson. In Letter 1250 (27 January 1973), he praised 
the gutsy Texan for refusing in 1956 to sign the segregationist "Southern Manifesto" -one of 
only two southern senators to refuse- and for pushing through the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and 
Voting Rights Act of 1965, not because he was a well-meaning liberal but because he thought it 
was right. Whereas once the African-Americans Cooke knew and saw were servants, 
entertainers, and laborers, late in life he noted with satisfaction their growing emergence in 
politics, business, and the professions. Nevertheless, he felt to the end a nagging pessimism that 
the social and emotional gulf between white and black would ever fully be bridged. 
Over the long life of Letter from America, Alistair Cooke did not dwell on his own past 
views. Only twice did he reflect on his youthful acceptance of the color line. In doing so, he 
alluded defensively to the indisputable fact- often forgotten today- that before World War II 
and long after, most liberals (including Adlai Stevenson and the Kennedy brothers) showed little 
interest in the plight of African-Americans. In the 1960s, Republican Nelson Rockefeller was a 
strong supporter of Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. , while John F. Kennedy was wary ofhim. 14 
Hubert H. Humphrey, whose fiery speech on behalf of civil rights precipitated the southern 
walkout at the 1948 Democratic Convention (see Letter 1510,20 January 1978), was a lonely 
voice in the Democratic Party for many years. In Letter 2362 (20 May 1994), at age 85, Cooke 
wrote of the Jim Crow system, 
I marvel sometimes to look back and realize how painlessly, how casually we -
a stranger like myself- took for granted this strict social separation as - well, 
simply the custom of the country. It struck me as strange at first but then I knew that 
President Franklin Roosevelt was a humane and compassionate man- and so were 
millions of other Americans. Today, even the photographs of signs outside public 
toilets and lunch counters "whites only" - seem bizarre. 
Three years later, in Letter 2514 ( 17 April 1997), he went as far as he would ever go: 
14 See Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters: America in the King Years, 1963-1965 (New York: Simon 
& Schuster, 1988), 404-05 . 
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No one has asked me but some of you- younger people especially to whom 
America today is the only America they know - may wonder what I- and the 
English visitors or the residents felt about what has since become called the race 
question, back in those days and before. How about me? I think of myself as 
humane, unbigoted, from an early age trying always abroad not to behave like a 
Little Englander. I slid very smoothly into - first- a university society, then the 
town society- I mean the mingling with the people, the bus drivers, grocers, office 
workers, students, professors, and was nice and friendly, in a careful way, to the 
black lady who did the laundry, the black maids in people's homes, the black men 
who shined shoes, drove trucks, - were at the head of their profession as servers of 
glorious breakfasts on the morning trains to anywhere .... 
Franklin Roosevelt was an uncommonly far-seeing and compassionate leader, 
but I doubt he ever lost a moment's sleep thinking about the white signs and colored 
signs "only" in railroad waiting rooms, public toilets, the galleries, for Negroes only, 
in theatres- the wholly white worlds of baseball, football, eating, golf. To think of 
Roosevelt (or, ifyou'll excuse the expression, of me) as crassly insensitive and 
prejudiced is to make the same mistake as calling Thomas Jefferson a hypocrite 
because he proclaimed to the death his concern for human liberty and yet kept 
slaves. It is the cruel mistake of judging a man outside his time. 
This edition does not judge Alistair Cooke in a moral sense. It is true that he could have 
challenged Jim Crow in his public commentary- some prominent whites (such as Humphrey) 
did so, even inside "their time." However, he was by all accounts a gentle, sociable, agreeable 
person who shrank from confrontation or unpleasantness - no doubt partly the reason that 
accepting "the custom of the country" came to him naturally. 
As always with worthwhile writing, there are things to be learned by the reader of Letter from 
America, and insights gained, other than those consciously intended. The reader primarily 
interested in "Topic A" is advised to be patient through Cooke's meanderings about the weather 
and other light preoccupations. Like most people who see themselves as white, he could forget 
about color, think or write about other things, and return to it when he chose to or in times of 
cns1s. A whole view ofhis lifelong pondering of race in America is a long view. To his 
contending, evolving opinions and emotions about this subject, and many other things, we might 
apply George Orwell's view that "the best books of any one age have always been written from 
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several different viewpoints, some of them palpably more false than others. In so far as a w1iter 
is a propagandist, the most one can ask of him is that he shall genuinely believe in what he is 
saying, and that it shall not be something blazingly silly."15 
The Edition 
Only seldom do the original copies of journalists' writings survive; they write and file, 
then toss their carbons in the trash. Newspaper people say, "It's all birdcage liner." It is 
fortunate that Alistair Cooke was, as he wrote in Letter 1846 (29 June 1984), "one of those 
journalists who find it hard to throw anything away." Indeed, a remarkably complete collection 
of texts of Letter from America survives. In 1981, he agreed to donate his papers to the Howard 
Gotlieb Archival Research Center at Boston University. The Gotlieb Center's Cooke collection 
is a huge trove -manuscripts of broadcasts, newspaper stories, and books; files, 
conespondence, photographs, honors and mementoes, as well as such items as Cooke's press 
credential at the 1960 Republican National Convention (a medal with the profile of Abraham 
Lincoln) and his portable typewriter- disgorged in stages from what he called his "W.C. Fields 
closet." Most of the 2,869 Letters are there in one or more of the following witnesses: original 
typescripts on thin (and cmmbling) reporter's copy paper, fair copies on better quality paper, 
and BBC transcripts of archival recordings. In many cases there is only the typescript; in others 
only the fair copy, or the transcript. The majority of the texts- from 1946 to 2004- are 
Cooke's typescripts (either originals or photocopies), all with essentially the same heading, the 
same greeting and salutation, the same (on the typescripts) holograph editing. The collection 
15 
"Politics vs. Literature: An Examination of Gullivers 's Travels," Polemic, 5, September-October 
1946, in All Art is Propaganda: Critical Essays by George Orwell, George Packer, ed. (Boston: Mariner 
Books/Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2008), 315. 
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also contains about 90 cassette tapes oflate Letters. In addition to the Gotlieb holdings, the 
Mugar Memorial Library at Boston University holds another witness: The Listener, the BBC 
weekly magazine (published from 1929 to 1991), which often published the Letter from America 
a week or two after broadcast. The Gotlieb collection also includes manuscripts of the three 
selected editions of the Letter from America supervised by Cooke, in 1951, 1969, and 1979. 
Two other editions were published by the estate after his death, in 2004 and 2008, but they were 
not included as witnesses, since Cooke had no hand in them; in the case of the first three, he 
extensively reworked the broadcast versions for the books. 
The BBC Written Archives Centre at Caversham Park, Reading, maintains (along with 
extensive correspondence and other original documents) a microfilm archive of Letter from 
America. The microfilm includes an assortment of BBC-generated transcripts of recordings as 
well as BBC copies of Cooke's typescripts. The bulk of the research in the Gotlieb Center was 
carried out between 2008-2010, supplemented by research at the BBC Written Archives Centre in 
the autumn of2010. 
The first editorial decision to be made was, what sort of edition would The Custom of the 
Country be? Would the medium be sound, or would it be text? An edition of either medium 
would be of value and interest. For several reasons, the decision was made to stick to text. 
First, although Cooke was a radio (and television) talent, he always referred to himself as a 
writer. Most broadcasters view the product of their labor as ephemeral. That Cooke kept his 
manuscripts - including his Guardian dispatches - and recast them for books shows that he 
thought otherwise. "To tell a writer to take a holiday," he wrote in Letter 1813 (31 October 
1983), "is like telling him to stop thinking." Though he read the Letter from America into a 
microphone and it was heard, not read, by his millions of listeners throughout the kingdom and 
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commonwealth, he did not extemporize, but worked from a composed and revised text. The 
series was called Letter from America, not Talk from America or Voice of America. 
Early on, he mastered the trick of making his discourse seem spontaneous (as Churchill was 
said to do in his speeches). In a BBC interview he told of"sitting next to the Queen of England, 
when she said, 'I don't know how you can sit down on Sunday morning and just talk for fifteen 
minutes off the top of your head.' I wanted to say, 'Ma'am, they're written to a fare-thee-well.' 
... I think I said, 'I don't know, either. "'16 As host of Masterpiece Theater, he would sit in a 
wing chair in a stage-set Edwardian drawing room at WGBH-TV, Boston, and introduce an 
episode of a Victorian novel, looking directly at the camera and speaking naturally. The viewer 
would never know that he had labored long on the three- or four-minute script, and delivered it 
from memory - he refused to use a teleprompter. In Letter from America, apmt from an 
occasional small word change (such as beginning a sentence with the word, "Now, ... ") he did 
not ad-lib. While speaking he might drop, but never add, a line or paragraph. In writing, he 
would supply words to help a listener keep her place, such as repeating after an unmistakable 
parenthetical comment the word or two that had come just before. 
Many radio and television journalists type in all capital letters- it doesn't matter, no one 
sees the copy- and are trained to write "hear copy" as distinct from "see copy." Cooke 
prepared his texts as if they would be seen, with standard (if wildly inconsistent) punctuation and 
spelling and elements that mattered to him but which a listener could not necessarily hear: 
certain quotation marks, for example ("Many newspapers deplore the growing and rash habit of 
finding people 'guilty by association,"' he wrote in Letter 203, 26 January 1950); with 
semicolons and ellipsis points, and with complete sentences (sometimes complete paragraphs) in 
16 BBC radio interview 1962, HG. 
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parentheses. Although they were meant for the ear, the reader of this edition will see how 
friendly to the eye these texts are. 
The decision was made not to transcribe archival recordings of the Letter from America. 
The principal reason is that there are so few. Although the BBC has an extensive sound archive, 
the corporation was notorious in earlier years for not preserving many of its most histmic 
broadcasts. George Orwell broadcast on the BBC for two years during World War II, but no 
recording of his voice survives (although there is a memo criticizing its quality!). Even after 
magnetic tape was adopted, tapes would be erased and re-used. Of the 142 scripts of Letter ji-om 
America in this edition, the BBC holds archival recordings of thirty-one, only one prior to 1965, 
only nine prior to 1990. While it would have been possible- given extensive time in London 
-to listen to and make new transcripts of these thirty-one recordings, it was deemed not 
indispensable for this edition, because there is only a handful of broadcasts for which there are 
not already two and in some cases three print witnesses. For most of that handful, the sole 
witness is a BBC transcript. The transcripts were made by the BBC transcription service, which 
comparison of the witnesses shows to be on the whole quite accurate. 
There are, moreover, editorial questions about some recordings. In the early 1990s the BBC 
released a set of CD recordings of Letter from America. Many of the Letters seem to have been 
new recordings; Letters from "The Early Years" are read by the same elderly voice as "The Final 
Years," and the reading of Letter 734 (the Watts riot, cited above), does not match either the 
BBC transcript of the original or the book version in the 1968 edition, Talk About America. 
Oddly, one of the small number of cassette recordings in the Gotlieb collection, Letter 2435 (13 
October 1995), varies from Cooke's typescript and the BBC transcript, though they mostly agree 
with one another. Were the cassette versions practice runs, or re-recordings for Cooke's own 
file? In view of these questions, and given the size and complexity of the editorial enterprise for 
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the written texts - approximately 300,000 words - it was felt that a careful sound edition of 
Letter from America would best be left to another editor. 
Aside from the book versions, the hard-copy witnesses were given the following 
abbreviations (see also separate list of abbreviations): Cooke's original typescript is ts, the fair 
copy of the early years (or, on rare occasions, a second draft from his own typewriter) is ts2, the 
BBC transcript of the broadcast is tr, and the Listener version is Lis. The carbon copy, 
photocopy, or (in later years) fax of Cooke's typescript preserved at Caversham Park is given the 
designation BBCc, for "BBC copy." Susan Cooke Kittredge said that in her memory, there 
never was a second draft: Her father's original typescript, often heavily edited in holograph ink, 
was the copy he read. Nevertheless, ts2 is clearly a compilation of changes tots. Therefore it 
was decided to take as text the latest extant version before the broadcast: ts or ts2. If no 
typescript has survived, the transcript (tr) is the text, even if there is a Listener version, since it is 
closest to the broadcast. Since the available witnesses vary greatly from letter to letter, those 
available and consulted for each Letter are listed within brackets after the salutation "Good 
Night", for example, [ts, ts2, tr, Lis]. 
In considering the choice of text, it was important to bear in mind that while the Letters were 
written, with one exception, unlike his Guardian pieces (or an author's manuscript for a book), 
they did not pass through the hands of a copyeditor. Cooke wrote them and read them, and the 
listener heard the words he chose. Of course, BBC producers and lawyers would read the copy 
before broadcast, but aside from the scandal of Letter 18, cited above, no editor would tell him to 
rewrite or start over. The exception is the copy reprinted in The Listener, but even here the 
changes were strictly limited. As explained by Karl Miller, editor of The Listener from 1967-73, 
"Editorial activity and alteration was restricted ... by the understanding, that these were texts 'as 
broadcast', though in the case of scriptless discussion a lot of intervention was needed (with 
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proofs shown to the person involved). Cooke was not such a person, and we did relatively little 
editorial work on his texts."17 
The next decision was exactly which letters were to be included: every letter that mentions 
race, however briefly, or only those that give the topic substantial attention? Here a compromise 
was made. By examination of every page of every text in the Gotlieb collection, all those Letters 
that mention race were found and catalogued. Most were transcribed and are included in this 
edition. The remainder -because they contain only a minimal reference, say nothing of 
significance, or because they virtually repeat a point made elsewhere- are not included, but are 
listed in the "List of Omitted Letters." Even with these exclusions, across the 142 there is 
substantial repetition of certain themes, arguments, and narratives. Since, however, the words, 
details, and tones change subtly over time - about Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Montgomery 
bus boycott, for instance- there are discoveries to be made in careful reading of the 
revisitations. 
Editorial Method 
The texts in Custom of the Count1y are, as nearly as possible, identical to Cooke' s copy, 
including paragraphing, spelling, capitalization, and punctuation. In the early years, his style 
was almost entirely British: "ou" spelling for such words as "color" and "honor" ; such spellings 
as "practise" and "defence," single rather than double quotation marks, commas and periods 
outside quotation marks, and the lifelong Edwardian habit of combining a comma with a dash (, 
-). With the passage of years, these habits changed toward a more standard American style, 
17 Letter to DM, 12 June 2010. 
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but he bounces back and forth, sometime with "colored" and "coloured" in one Letter, while 
some British forms never go away. What you see in this edition are the words Cooke wrote, as 
he wrote them. There are, however, a few varieties of silent emendation: 
• Where Cooke's text shows an unquestionable typographical error, such as "form" where 
"from" is meant, or, as in Letter 1072 (31 August 1969), about a riot that "surpassed anything 
before in in anarchy," the first "in" is changed to "it." Also, when a word is misspelled that 
Cooke undoubtedly knew, such as "habatat" for "habitat." Mispelled proper names, however, 
are retained and footnoted, since Cooke' s factual errors are part of the story. 
• When the omission of a word could not but be an error, it is inserted. For example, in 
Letter 212A (13 April1951), about the surrender at Appomattox, he writes, "Grant asked for a 
pen and his old ledger and wrote in own hand the ultimate terms .... " The word "his" is silently 
inserted between "wrote" and "in." 
• Ellipsis points and dashes are standardized. Cooke's copy was always saturated with 
dashes, but his way of typing them varied- sometimes with one hyphen, sometimes the standard 
two, as many as six and in one case- thirteen. (In Letter 2255, 1 May 1992, for example: 
"Thursday morning - and -- the first word I heard, from an announcer in Los Angeles was 
"worse, much worse . . . than Watts.") Since the difference in intention between two hyphens and 
six or thirteen in making a dash cannot be parsed, an em dash is used consistently. Similarly, 
Cooke would use two, three, or ten ellipsis points with no standard system. Sometimes they 
seem to indicate not an elision, but a pause. To avoid distraction for the reader, either three or 
four points (to indicate an elision after a complete sentence in a quotation) are used. 
• Toward the end of his life, when typing became physically difficult, Cooke would use 
shorthand abbreviations, such as "govt," "Pres Reagan," "dept," or "thru." These typed 
abbreviations are retained (unless they are confusing, such as "Am" for American). When, 
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however, he uses a shmthand abbreviation in an interlinear holograph change, such abbreviations 
(such as "R.R" for Ronald Reagan) are spelled out on the judgment that he would have spelled 
them out on a typewriter. In Letter 2434 (6 October 1995), for example, on the sparseness of 
blood evidence in the O.J. Simpson trial, a holograph insertion has"- the jury thought sparse 
enuf 2 v been planted." It now reads, "sparse enough to have been planted." Or, in Letter 
2407 (31 March 1995), a holograph insertion to a reference to the Lindbergh kidnapping case: 
"63 yrs ago." "Years" is spelled out. 
In Cooke's last years, the holograph editing becomes more and more confusing and 
complicated- not only the spidery band but also the instructions. He will write "insert" in the 
margin, where it is unclear what is to be inserted or where. The double or triple virgule(// or Ill), 
increasingly common in later years, sometimes seems to suggest a new paragraph, or possibly a 
long oral pause. Sometimes he draws a box around a paragraph and indicates that it is to be 
deleted, by drawing slanted lines through it or using a copyeditor's delete symbol or the word 
"cut' in the margin. But in some cases there is a box with no other instruction mark. In Letter 
2421 (7 July 1995), one thus boxed paragraph is found in the BBC transcript, while another is 
absent. The simple rule used was, when there is doubt, let ambiguous marks pass and do not 
guess at their meaning. Unless a deletion or a transposition are clearly marked (or evinced from 
the transcript), boxed material is retained as typed. Of course, when the only surviving witness 
is a transcript, the punctuation and spelling of that witness are used, even though the transcriber is 
guessing, from the sound. 
In addition to Cooke's own idiosyncrasies, examination and comparison of the witnesses 
show other kinds of ambiguities. Many transcripts do not have the word "transcript" on them, 
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but clearly are such because they are singled-spaced, show the broadcast time, and show variation 
from the typescript. 
Many of the copies in the BBC microfilm files- Letter 1679 (17 April1981) for example-
are photocopies of the typescript, with all of Cooke's holograph changes, yet the copies show a 
few more holograph changes. And sometimes yet more holograph changes were made to the 
original after the BBC's photocopy was made. The BBC copy of Letter 366 (27 May 1954) 
shows professional copyediting marks, not Cooke's- apparently it was used as copy for The 
Listener. 
In many cases, the BBC transcript has this cautionary heading: "This typescript was typed 
from a recording of the original broadcast and not copied from an original script: because of the 
possibility of mis-hearing ... the BBC cannot vouch for its accuracy." In Letter 2158 (22 June 
1990) , about New York visits by Pope John Paul II, Mikhail Gorbachev, and Nelson Mandela, 
Cooke's own typescript has, "Liberals, in particular, I remember, were so touched by his 
gentleness and democratic approach to everyone that they assumed: -here, at last, was a liberal 
Pope .. .. " The transcript with the cautionary label, supposedly made from a recording, 
reproduces the colon-dash combination, which would not have been audible to a transcriber, 
along with every other punctuation mark, however eccentric. Pace the heading, it appears that 
this copy was retyped from the photocopy of the typescript sent by Cooke - yet that copy was 
not preserved in the BBC archives. Letter 642 ( 4 September 1960) also appears to be retyped 
from a copy of the typescript; however, it also contains different words from the typescript-
"burgeoning" in place of"growing," for example. All of which suggests that the BBC 
transcription service might work from the recording, the carbon copy, or both. 
Complicating matters further, sometimes The Listener follows the transcript, and sometimes 
the typescript. It follows the latter in Letter 53 (12 June 1947), even though the transcript was 
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available and survives, which would seem in this instance contrary to the policy of publishing the 
as-broadcast version. Again, in Letter 1545 (22 September 1978), The Listener has word 
sequences that differ from the transcript (the typescript is missing). 
All of these permutations remind us of what should not, after all, be surprising; namely, that 
broadcast journalism is not scholarship, and that those who did the work of bringing these words 
to the audience were not archivists but typists and clerks, engineers, producers, and bureaucrats. 
They were not thinking primarily of text, but of time and sound. In a series that lasted almost 
sixty years, a huge variety of people would have worked on the Letter from America in different 
periods, some meticulous, some sloppy, some grumpy or lazy and probably underpaid. Policies 
and procedures -to say nothing of technology- would change. With all this, to repeat what 
was said above, it is remarkable that so many texts of Letter from America have survived. 
Appendices A and B follow the text. Appendix A consists of two dispatches, out of seven 
Cooke wrote for the Manchester Guardian in May 1956 from the South, about the Montgomery 
bus boycott, one titled "The Boycott City" and the other "The Untravelled Road." These 
seminal dispatches are included because they represent direct reporting of the Montgomery bus 
boycott and record Cooke's first direct encounter with the Civil Rights movement and with Rev. 
Martin Luther King, Jr., as well as his unvarnished ideas about race in the 1950s. Cooke 
returned to them and quoted them repeatedly (including their errors) in Letter from America over 
the following decades. At the time, they provoked a furious letter to the editor from the 
NAACP, quoted above and cited more fully in a footnote to Appendix A. 
Appendix B includes three Letters published, under the heading "Topic A," in Talk About 
America, a collection of Letters published in 1968. They are substantial rewrites of important 
Letters included in the edition- so different from the original scripts that it was deemed more 
practical to include them separately for purposes of comparison. While a few other Letters 
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included in the edition also appeared (again, significantly rewritten) in other published collections 
- four in Letters from America (1951) and one in The Americans (1979) - they seemed not as 
central to Cooke's thinking and writing about the struggle of black and white as those in Talk 
About America and are not appended. Where cited, the titles of those books are abbreviated as 
follows: Letters from America, LfA; The Americans: TA. 
The Footnotes 
The notes have the following functions: 
• To report variant readings across witnesses, mostly of diction. Some judgment has been 
exercised, in that not every minute variant has been noted. Where, for example, the typescript 
has two sentences, but the transcriber heard only one, joined with a comma, the variant is not 
noted if there is no apparent difference in meaning. Similarly, if the typescript reads, "This may 
not seem surprising .. . " and the transcript has one of Cooke's "pay attention, class" words -
"Now, this may not seem surprising" -the "now" is allowed to pass without a note. The 
reader may notice footnotes that do mark vatiants as minute as these, but the intention was to note 
variants with definite or possible differences in meaning. For instance, in Letter 209 (16 March 
1951 ), the typescript has, "We all- liberals and people on the left- discuss these things always 
in the abstract." In the transcript, the words between dashes are omitted, and the variant it is 
noted because we can see Cooke decide, at the microphone, not to identify himself with the left. 
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• To rep011 first readings. Cooke's holograph revising and editing of his own work are 
accepted as text. However, his first versions of sentences and paragraphs often show a stronger, 
revealing, more detailed, or more potentially controversial point about race, or sometimes the 
revised version is just different. It is not possible always to know whether he scored out his 
original words because of their content, or because the script ran too long, but his first readings 
will be reported -on the subject of race only- if to do so seems to enhance understanding of 
his mind or feelings. 
• To explore etymology, where the history or associations of a word or expression might 
reveal something of Cooke 's mind or a word's American (or English) cultural background. Such 
references would include "nonconformist," "poor white trash," "segregation," or "austerity." 
The Oxford English Dictionary (on-line) is used, although the Merriam-Webster Collegiate 
Dictionary, 11th Edition, is sometimes consulted secondarily for American uses. 
• To identify literary or religious references. Cooke's writing is full of short quotations or 
references to English literature or the Bible, often from memory. The editor tried to notice and 
note them. 
• To add or clarify facts in historical events of which Cooke assumes the listener's 
knowledge- such as the 1963 English political scandal involving foreign secretary John 
Profumo. During the mob violence against integration in Little Rock, Arkansas, for example, he 
wrote in Letter 501 (15 September 1957), "You must all, I'm afraid, have seen the photograph of 
these evil young delinquents mimicking horns with their thumbs and jeering at the few colored 
youngsters .... " A note will usually fill in background. 
• To identify people, including American political figures of the 1940s and 1950s, who 
might not be recognized by today's readers, such as Senator Estes Kefauver or Governor Frank 
xlvii 
Lausche, or English figures such as Harold Laski, Oliver Franks, David Agate, or James Bryce. 
Also foreign figures , such as Gilberto Freyre and Charles Okala. 
• To alert the reader to historical or other errors, or to clarify or fill in details that Cooke 
could not have known at the time of writing. For example, in Letter 716 (1 April1962), the 
number of punches Benny Paret received in his fatal prize fight with Emile Griffith. Also, to 
note the correct spelling of proper names, such as "Krushchev" (i.e., "Khrushchev"). 
• To supply cross-references where Cooke returns repeatedly over the decades to earlier 
incidents in his life, to words and expressions (such as "their own kind") or cetiain arguments and 
thoughts. Such notes refer the reader to, for example, Cooke's repeated recollections of the 
sight of a racist warning on a sign at a southern crossroads, references to black servants, his view 
of Brown v. Board of Education, English liberals, or the history of Reconstruction. The reader 
can thereby answer the question, "What did Cooke say about this earlier or later?" 
The footnote system is as follows. For variant readings, the lemma is italicized and 
followed by a left-facing square bracket. In the case of a substitution, the word or words after 
the lemma (in roman) simply replace it. This sentence in Letter 780 (28 July 1963), for instance: 
"However, there has been a lot of very lugubrious, double-dome comment on both sides of the 
Atlantic about the state of public morality in England." The footnote: "lugubrious, double-
dome] head-shaking tr;" I.e., "head-shaking" was substituted for "lugubrious, double-dome" in 
the transcript. 
Where the variant involves deletion of words or sentences, the notation after the lemma will 
have, "del tr" or "del Lis "; that is, deleted from transcript or from The Listener. With deletions 
longer than a few words, including one or more sentences, the lemma will include ellipsis points, 
as in (also from Letter 780): "After ... lust. "] del sentence tr". In deletions longer than a 
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sentence, the size of the cut will be noted: "del 3 sentences tr" or "del paragraph Lis." In 
cases of first readings, the material after the lemma will cany the notation, "1'1 reading." 
Where variant readings include an insertion, a caret is used, as in this sentence from Letter 
1632 (23 May 1980): "From his point of view, like the Hong Kong visitors to mainland China, 
they brought useful hard currency." The footnote: "brought 1\ usefuTJ nothing but 1st reading." 
That is, the first reading was, "they brought nothing but useful hard currency." 
In cases of editorial comment on a word or phrase, the word will head the footnote in roman 
with a colon, followed by the comment. In Letter 1679 (17 April1981), for instance, the 
sentence "Now, somebody predicted, not only will we be able to pick up clearer and faster 
pictures of an earthquake in Iran, a golf tournament in Australia, a riot in Brixton, but - as the 
man said- we may soon- say, twenty years from now- be able to talk to other planets." 
The note: "Brixton: the first time AC refers to a specific incident of racial conflict in England. 
Rioting in the black neighborhood of Lambeth, around Brixton Road, in south London, 7 April 
1981, caused numerous fires and more than 300 injuries." 
Over 58 years, the need which Alistair Cooke first saw in his travels across Depression-era 
America- to explain the United States to the United Kingdom- faded away. In later years, as 
the Atlantic Ocean narrowed in cultural terms, he had inklings of what an anachronism he had 
become. America and England had become more similar, understood one another better than 
they had in the past, without need of the sometimes-grumpy mediation of one for whom Greta 
Garbo was still the most beautiful woman, Joe Louis the supreme boxer, and Franklin Roosevelt 
the greatest man of all. After a trip to Britain he wrote in Letter 223 7 (27 December 1991) of 
"the shock of my disillusion .. . social trends or fashions I'd talked about as being peculiarly 
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American turned out to be boring or alarmingly common in Britain .... I could have been in New 
York." 
Yet he was determined to die in harness, and very nearly did, only a month after his last 
Letter, broadcast 20 February 2004. "I've noticed that if you retire you keel over," he wrote on 
his fiftieth anniversary, in Letter 2458 (22 March 1996). "The day of retirement from this 
assignment, which was given to me fifty years ago by the BBC official who bore the grand title of 
Director of the Spoken Word, the day of retirement is up to the Lord of us all, the great 
timekeeper in the sky, the true Director of the Spoken Word." 
One final word of caution: The Letter from America makes beguiling reading, but beware of 
Cooke as historian. "Yes, the time has come for a fmmal approach to Alistair Cooke," a BBC 
senior producer wrote to the New York office in 1962. "Cooke is sometimes a little naughty 
about his facts, as you and the Guardian well know. I think we might hint somewhere in our 
invitation that Cooke will have to make arrangements to have the time to do his homework." 18 
In Letter 626 (10 April1960), he listed John Adams (of Massachusetts) as one of the first four 
presidents, all from Virginia. In Letter 2113 (18 August 1989) he told his listeners that the 
Daughters of the American Revolution in 1939 had refused to allow contralto Marian Anderson 
to sing at Washington's Constitution Hall in retaliation against Franklin Roosevelt for inviting 
Anderson that year to sing before King George VI at the White House. But the royal visit came 
four months after the DAR's refusal. In Letter 2052 (17 June 1988), he tells vividly of 
Alabama govemor George Wallace in 1963 standing in the "schoolhouse door" of the University 
of Alabama to prevent registration of James Marshall, a single black student. Cooke was 
18 Anthony Moncrieff, Producer of Current Affairs, Talks Department, to Lillian Lang, BBC New 
York, 27 November 1962, BBCWA. 
present that day and had seen everything - but there was no James Marshall. There were two 
students: Vivian Malone and James Hood. Thoroughgoing fact-checking was impossible in an 
edition of this size, but wherever discovered, factual errors will be noted. 
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AMERICAN LETTER No. 6 
by Alistair Cooke 
Good Evening: 
Recorded at New York City, April. 9 1 1946 
for broadcast, SUnd~, April 28, 1946 
I mentioned a week or two ago the feeling that's in the air here of going 
back to normal. That may sound so vague that you'll wonder what I'm talking about. 
Well, what I ought to use is an American word that means something quite different 
from normal. The word is 'normalcy 1 • And before you shudder at what you take to 
be an illiteracy let me ~ell you how it came about. 
It was back in 19201 in Boston. The man who coined the word, quite 
innocent~, was President Warren Harding. He said, "America's present need is not 
heroics but healing, not nostrums but normalcy." Perhaps he meant normality, but 
in view of what happened through the rest of the twenties, the word 'normalcy' took 
. . 
on a meaning all its own. It began to imply, politically, landslide reductions in 
income taxes, restoring bounties and subsidies to big corporations arreturn to high 
tariffs, as little government control as possible of private enterprise, and a ri~ 
roaring nationalism. The word came to stand for the temper of the Nineteen Twenties, 
which later when it could be seen in perspective, was called by one American journalist 
'the Era of Wonderful Nonsense•. After the great crash of 19291 the word 'normalcy• 
smelled to high heaven and under Roosevelt became a sort of mocking u,ymbol of the 
jingoism of those days, the pleasure-seeking, the bootlegging, the new wail of the 
saxophone, and the short skirts and bobbed hair that danced to it. 
In a politics.l sense, Americans feel, what you too I think feel after a 
great war, that although you need big, daring, dramatic leaders to wage a war, 
~ the war the best way to get back to normal is to trust the normal man. This 
is a feeling strong in American history -- the quiet, uncolorful Andrew Johnson 
after the sombre Lincoln of the Civil War years. Harding, who coined that phrase, 
after Woodrow Wilson. And I recall with you it was, was it not, Bonar Law after 
the fiery and dynamic Lloyd George, Mr. Attlee after Mr. Churchill. And here, even 
' \\ 
Part One: the Nineteen Forties1 
AMERICAN LETTER No. 3 
[Recorded 23 March 1946 for broadcast 7 April 1946] 
[A scene of black laborers singing at their work in a Florida citrus grove. They consent to 
make a recording of songs for the visiting reporter. Cooke is 37.] 
Good Evening: 
Although it is only the end of the first week in April, I almost began by saying that whatever 
else is wrong with the world, it has at least been a wonderful spring. 2 
I say 'has been'. For up on the north-Eastern seaboard here, we have had four weeks of 
those shining, balmy, cloudless days, with the temperature in the seventies, that we expect in late 
1 All texts of Letter from America printed in The Custom of the Country: Alistair Cooke and Race in 
America, 1946-2003 are used with the generous permission of the Estate of Alistair Cooke, Susan Cooke 
Kittredge, Trustee. Texts in Appendix A, from The Ordeal of the South, are© copyright Guardian News 
& Media Ltd. 1956, reprinted with permission of The Guardian. 
2 Although it is only the end of the first week in April] del Lis 
2 
April? The cherry blossoms came out in Washington thirteen days before it had been ever known 
to bloom. During this happy time, an Englishman walked into my office and said, 'You know 
America has a fine crop of autumnal flowers but is not so rich, it seems, in spring flowers.' A 
week later, another Englishman walked in fresh from the countryside that creeps modestly within 
a bomb's-throw of where the United Nations Security Council is meeting,- and said, 'Of all the 
variety in America, there is no variety like that of the spring flowers.' 
Now, I imagine you will be thoroughly confused. However, the first man was not really 
making a generalisation about the American spring but about himselr,4 Last autumn he was three 
hundred miles, in up-State New York, taking a holiday, tramped around and kept his eyes open. 
The rest of the year, including the only spring he has been here, he works by day low down in a 
cement and steel canyon- I mean a skyscraper, and by night he lives high up in a cement and 
steel canyon.5 Neither in Wall Street nor on Fifth Avenue do magnolias or crocuses burst up 
through the pavement. The second man also lives in a man-made canyon, is one of those 
unconquerable Englishmen who on sunny Sundays he is taking buses, and where there are no 
buses he walks, being instantly recognizeable as an Englishman on that score alone. And if there 
is a murky cloud overhead and a hint of rain, then his nostrils open like the warhorses in the 
Bible. He grabs his raincoat and says 'Ha, Ha' heaving into a comer the 168 pages of the 
Sunday New York Times, the chronicle of the world's woes, he goes after really important things, 
poking among rocks for the tiny, exquisite jewel-weed, smiling at the skunk cabbage, hailing the 
crocuses and feasting his soul on the thin golden stands of forsythia. 6 
3 
expect] normally get tr; , that .. . April] del Lis 
4 
really] merely tr 
5 
skyscraper: originally, in British usage, a reference to the topmost mast on a sailing ship, a person 
on a tall bicycle, a towering batted ball in cricket, a very tall man, or "a tall hat or bonnet." The sole 
remaining use seems to be, as here, "A high building of many stories, esp. one of those characteristic of 
American cities." OED 
6 
'Ha ha '] 'Aha' tr 
3 
However, it's as well to be on your guard against anybody who makes generalizations about 
the American seasons, for there are at least five climates on this continent, and just because I'm 
talking from New York, it won' t do to describe what we see as the American spring. 
For spring in America begins at latest in Febmary. I once had the job- and the 
unforgettable privilege- of following the spring right round the country. I sta11ed from New 
York late in Febmary, drove though New Jersey in a heavy snowstorm. By the time I was in 
North Carolina, the highways were lined with yellow forsythia and white and pink dogwood. 
In South Carolina, I walked by a river which reflected, like a gaudy parade, banks of azaleas 
of three colors, white lavender, and scarlet. 7 In Georgia, farmers paused to wipe their brows as 
they plowed fields of red soil. In Florida the tables at lunch were decorated with the perfect 
symmetry of camellias. The air was sweet with the smell of oranges, and at a tum in the road I 
saw a half-dozen negroes,8 three men and three women, clipping the oranges off the trees with 
shears and throwing them rhythmically into big sacks they carried behind them. As they clipped 
they sang. It was no trouble at all to get them to record a song for me. So we went down in the 
afternoon by the cabbage palms along a lawn that looks over the Gulf of Mexico. They stood 
around, in old overalls, and shabby shirts, one young man not sure whether the occasion called 
for his cap on or off. They sang one of their work songs, and whatever discords they are stroking 
in the Security Council tonight, there is the little consolation that down in a Florida orange grove, 
these young negroes are singing, for no one but the flamingoes and the bull-frogs to hear,- this 
song they made for me:9 
7 gaudy parade] great gaudy procession tr 
8 negroes] AC did not typically capitalize Negro until later, although American practice, led by the 
New York Times in 1930, had long since accepted capitalization in response to complaints by black 
organizations. Randall Kennedy, Nigger: The Strange Career of a Troublesome Word (New York: 
Pantheon, 2002), 114 c 
9 for me. II ] It's called "Bread of Heaven, bread of heaven, feed me till I need no more". tr 
4 
PLAY FLORIDA NEGROES' SONG10 
After that, I started west. On my left was the light green sea. On my right was pine country 
and banks of a light small pinkish flower. It turned out to be Rosemary. A hundred and eighty 
three years ago, an English soldier brought Rosemary to this coast. It was, I believe, then an 
exotic in England. Now in Florida and Alabama it is almost a pest. And for a hundred miles I 
drove past a continuous bank of wild rosemary. 
This doesn't even take us as far as Texas. And that is still six-hundred miles away from the 
miracle of early spring,- the Arizona desert. Most of us think of desert as a great yawning 
interval of sand between two habitable towns. But in Southern Arizona, in late February, the 
cactuses flower, -the prickly pear, with flowers as big as pineapples, the ocotillo, whose 
branches are dipped in a scarlet flower,- and one lowly creature that looks like what it's called 
and bears a single flower of a deep misty sort of fuchsia color -the hedgehog cactus. You see 
these battalions of strange shapes- (and cactuses are mostly named for their shape) striding and 
wriggling to the purple mountains- the barrel cactus, the cottontop, the grizzly bear, the 
pancake, the deer hom, the darning-needle, the bear tail. But spring in the desert is not only the 
flowering of erect cactuses. Between the scrub and the gray-green sage, smearing all the lands are 
millions of humble wildflowers, red, and yellow and white and purple, washing across the sand 
10 PLAY FLORIDA NEGROES' SONG] A stage direction. Tr pages missing after this point. On 
assignment for the BBC in 1941-42,AC drove for several months around the country, accompanied by a 
BBC engineer, to report ordinary Americans ' thoughts and feelings about the war. He used much of what 
he gathered in American Commentary, the wartime broadcast series that preceded Letter from America 
(called, untill950, American Letter). Another reference to this encounter, minus the recording, appears in 
Alistair Cooke, The American Home Front, 1941-42 (New York: Grove Press, 2006) 81 , the unpublished 
manuscript of which was misplaced until shortly before AC's death in 2004. There the verse from 
"Guide Me, 0 Thou Great Redeemer" (Peter Williams, 1726-94), sung by Negroes trudging past in a field, 
is also quoted: "Bread of Heav-en, [sic] Bread of Heaven, I Feed me till I I want no more." For other 
descriptions, see Letters 1797 (22 July 1983) and 2526 (11 July 1997). In a Guardian dispatch , "The 
Untravelled Road," (see Appendix A) and Letter 769 (12 May 1963), the Florida citrus-field soprano 
becomes a contralto in an Alabama cotton field. In the Guardian version, he described the cotton-field 
singer as "a fat coloured wench." 
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and brush twenty miles or more to the mountains, so sharp in the early morning and the later 
afternoon light that you'd think you could touch them. 
All this is happening while, in Northern New England, children ski to school. This also is 
spring in America- in February and early March. 
But to most of us, it means in March trailing arbutus between the lakes and the rocks of 
Maine, in northern most New England; phlox and spring beauty and skunk cabbage and bloodroot 
around New York, wild indigo in Georgia, Texas laurel, a thousand blooms in California, and up 
in the farther West, up north in Washington, mountain valleys crowded with wild lupines. 
When spring comes to Washington, it comes with a rush, and in its grip, Congress or the 
Army and Navy usually dreams up a fierce crusade, which they usually hope to thrash out before 
June overtakes the town and makes everybody pant with the heat and give up to the mosquitoes 
and go home. This year it was the Army's crusade. 
You may have heard about the Army's decision to investigate what it calls its 'caste' system. 
It has appointed a board to look into the relations on and off duty of officers and men, the 
different way they are fed and clothed, the system of promotions, the sorts of recreation that are 
open to men and to officers. 
I imagine it would be very easy to misunderstand this whole investigation on your side of the 
Atlantic. It was caused by no scandal, no grinding of the faces of the ranker, by nothing that 
wouldn't probably be truer of almost any other army you could care to mention.'' The Secretary 
of War himself, Mr. Robert Patterson, decided on the investigation after the Army had 
circularized an army camp on the United States with an appeal to enlist in the reserves. Seventy 
11 ranker: "An officer who has risen through the ranks. 1878 W. Besant & J. Rice By Celia's Arbour 
II. xiii. 112 Every regiment has its 'rankers'; every ranker has his story." OED. Also sometimes one 
qualified by class or education to be an officer, but who by choice or unwilling circumstance serves as an 
ordinary soldier. Best known from Rudyard Kipling's "Gentlemen-Rankers", in Barrack-Room Ballads 
(1892) : "Gentlemen-rankers out on the spree, I Damned from here to eternity, I God ha' mercy on such as 
we , I Baa! Yah! Bah!." In this instance, AC seems to mean simply men in the ranks. 
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per cent of the officers joined up. Only two men in a hundred joined. When they were asked 
why they wanted to get out and stay out, they answered, -'The Army's caste system' .12 
A good many of you listening to me now know that no private soldier alive is treated as well 
as the G.I. His camps, with their pleasant living quarters, their modem movie-theatres, their mess 
and canteen, bowling alley, game rooms, library, were the envy and sometime butt of other 
arrrues. 
The fact that Americans of all people wonder if their enlisted men are being treated as 
inferior to officers is a vivid reflection of the whole American attitude to Army life. Remember 
that at the time of Pearl Harbor, the United States had a standing army the size of the army of 
Sweden. To boost this to ten million meant essentially a democratic army,- quite a new kind of 
army, an army to do a particular job that called for sweat and technical skill, especially in the 
organizing of supply. 
There is no proud American tradition of an army. And that's why American soldiers have 
little use for professional spit and polish, smart marching, and the military virtues. I never heard 
anybody in America remark on the soldier's habit ofleaning against buildings. That seemed odd 
to you because you think of a soldier, on duty and off, as a symbol of alertness, and discipline. 
Americans accept this as a necessary evil on duty, but they have little use for soldiering as a 
profession, and off duty an officer is just another male. Being a soldier is to them like being 
called suddenly to stop a flood, to put out a fire, to mend a bridge, to organize a shipment in 
record time of ships and guns. It is not a profession, it is an emergency chore. Even so the 
12
'caste system' : "A system of rigid social distinctions in a community." OED. AC uses the term 
here, speaking of the army, with no reference to the actual caste system. The U.S. armed forces were 
racially segregated until President Harry Truman ordered them integrated in 1948 in Executive Order 
9981, a process completed in 1954. See Letter 6, following. The six-year implementation of that decision 
is mentioned in Letter 2295 (4 February 1993, see List of Omitted Letters), as an example of the wisdom 
of gradualism in social reform. 
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suggestion that men in the ranks are treated as servants, or as members of a work gang bossed by 
a man who sleeps in a better bed, or wears better cut clothes, is a horror that Americans have 
risen to with a roar. 
Already the Army has announced that from the summer of 1948, on, there will be no 
distinction in uniform between officers and men. That may be blasphemy to some armies. It may, 
on the other hand, be a sign of the times, when a soldier is no longer a special trade, but just one 
function of a civilian. That has always been the American idea, - to be a civilian as much as 
possible even in times of war, and to be a civilian completely when the war is over. Remember 
back to the spring of 1865, on the very last day of the Civil War, when General Grant, the 
victorious northern general wrote down his terms of surrender to Robert E. Lee. Up to that day, 
Lee was theoretically his sworn enemy. But when Lee agreed to smTender, the first thought of 
Grant was the return to normal, Lee mentioned the spring plowing. And Grant leaned over his 
paper and wrote into the surrender terms one of the most touching sentences in American history: 
'Let all the men who claim to own a horse or mule take the animals home with them to work their 
little farms .' 13 Good Night. [ts, tr, Lis (18 April 1946)] 
13 The assurance apparently was spoken, not written. Grant recalled 20 years later that he had told 
Lee that he "would instruct the officers ... to let any man of the Confederate army who claimed to own a 
horse or mule to take the animal to his home." Ulysses S. Grant, Personal Memoirs, Vo/2 (New York: 
Webster & Co., 1886), 493. 
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AMERICAN LETTER No. 6 
[Recorded 9 April1946 for broadcast 28 April1946] 
[The early history of the Ku Klux Klan; the difficulty of whites understanding African-
Americans' feelings about descriptive terms for them as individuals and a group.] 
Good Evening: 
I mentioned a week or two ago the feeling that's in the air here of going back to normal. 
That may sound so vague that you'll wonder what I'm talking about. Well, what I ought to use is 
an American word that means something quite different from normal. The word is 'normalcy' . 
And before you shudder at what you take to be an illiteracy let me tell you how it came about. 
It was back in 1920, in Boston. The man who coined the word, quite innocently, was 
President Warren Harding. 14 He said, "America's present need is not heroics but healing, not 
nostrums but normalcy." Perhaps he meant normality, but in view of what happened through the 
rest of the twenties, the word 'normalcy' took on a meaning all its own. It began to imply, 
politically, landslide reductions in income taxes, restoring bounties and subsidies to big 
corporations, a return to high tariffs, as little government control as possible of private enterprise, 
and a rip-roaring nationalism. The word came to stand for the temper of the Nineteen Twenties, 
which later when it could be seen in perspective, was called by one American journalist 'the Era 
ofWonderful Nonsense'. 15 After the great crash of 1929, the word 'normalcy' smelled to high 
heaven and under Roosevelt became a sort of mocking symbol of the jingoism of those days, the 
14 Warren Gamaliel Harding (1865-1923), president 1920-23. Although it is chiefly American, the 
word long preceded Harding. "1857 C. Davies & W. G. Peck Math. Diet. 386 'If we denote the co-
ordinates of the point of contact, and normalcy, by x' andy '."' OED 
15 Era of Wonderful Nonsense: A common appellation (similar to "the Jazz Age," "the Roaring 
Twenties") in later years, of uncertain origin. 
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pleasure-seeking, the bootlegging, the new wail of the saxophone, and the short skirts and bobbed 
hair that danced to it. 
In a political sense, Americans feel, what you too I think feel after a great war, that although 
you need big, daring, dramatic leaders to wage a war, after the war the best way to get back to 
normal is to trust the normal man. This is a feeling strong in American history - the quiet, 
uncolorful Andrew Johnson after the sombre Lincoln of the Civil War years. Harding, who 
coined that phrase, after Woodrow Wilson. And I recall with you it was, was it not, Bonar Law 
after the fiery and dynamic Lloyd George, Mr. Attlee after Mr. Churchill. 16 And here, even 
more strikingly, Mr. Truman after Franklin Roosevelt. The swing of popular feeling in 
democracies seems to prefer- after the daring surgeon, the humble orderly nurse. 
Obviously, since life is richer and also more untidy than theory we never get quite what we 
expect. And although the victory of Harding in 1920 was fought by some people with high 
purpose, the reckless indulgence of the twenties has now become a warning of what might happen 
again. There are signs that point back, not to normality, but to some of the intolerant frenzies of 
'normalcy'. 
A week or two ago a field down in Georgia was lit by a flaming cross, and that is a barbaric 
memory from the American past that is causing misgiving to decent Americans, and to negroes 
and Catholics especially a sinking of the heart. 
The flaming cross burned brightly before a company of men dressed in long white hoods. 
Cotton farmers and negro mule-drivers and fannhands, safe in the distance, could look into the 
sky and read in imagination more things than a high bright cloud of smoke. They read the dread 
initials KKK. On the 22nd of March, the Ku Klux Klan had lawfully registered itself, in 
16 Andrew Bonar Law (1858-1923), Conservative prime minister 1922-23; David Lloyd George 
(1863-1945), Liberal prime minister 1916-22; Clement Attlee (1883-1967), Labour prime minister 1945-
51. 
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accordance with a new Georgia law, as a- this is a queer irony- as a 'fraternal association'. I 
doubt that I need to tell you much about the dishonorable history of the Klan. It was started by 
Southern whites right after the Civil War, in just such a distracting time as ours, to make sure 
that white prestige would not be unduly threatened by the radicals and as a protest against and 
perhaps grandiose ideas that some negroes might have picked up in the act of being freed from 
slavery.17 Even the most sober historians have agreed that for a time when the war was over, 
negroes had a power they simply could not live up to. 18 The Klan exploited negro indiscretions, 
and soon became a witch hunt. 19 It was dramatized by the white robes of its members, the 
masked faces, the horses they rode wearing hoods and muffled feet. 
If there was ever any virtue in the organizing of a secret society,- it was that while the 
black man had been freed, the white leaders in the South were stripped of their vote. 20 The Klan 
rode at night and abused and beat up obstreperous negroes and radical whites?' It's worth 
noticing that when the Southern whites got back some of their political power, the terror and 
membership of the Klan declined.22 
17 protest against] guard against tr; perhaps grandiose] rather grandiose tr; might have] del tr. AC 
depicts the Klan, founded 1865, as a cultural defense organization. It was the most famous of numerous 
terrorist groups across the South, such as the Knights ofthe White Camellia, the Red Shirts (of South 
Carolina), and the White League, dedicated to driving blacks and their white allies from political life. 
18 live up to: AC's meaning is uncertain. Much twentieth-century scholarship (see W.E.B. DuBois 
1935, John Hope Franklin 1961, Kenneth M. Stampp 1965, Eric Foner 1988 and 1995, Steven Hahn 
2003, Thomas J. Brown 2006) concluded that black officials in Reconstruction governments (all of 
which also had white participants) were no more likely to be corrupt or irresponsible than whites, and that 
many served with distinction. 
19 Klan A exploited] , organized to intimidate negroes, tr. Exploit negro indiscretions: the meaning 
is unclear, but the suggestion is that the wrongdoing of freedmen (i.e., the freed slaves) was at least partly 
at the root of the founding. 
20 vote: Confederate leaders and those who refused to take a loyalty oath, in all a tiny minmity, were 
temporarily prevented from voting. "Republicans offered a potent argument for black suffrage, but ruled 
out the massive disenfranchisement of Southern whites. 'If we exclude from voting the rebels of the 
South ... ' asked Sherman, 'what becomes of the republican doctrine that all governments must be founded n 
the consent of the governed?"' Eric F oner, Reconstruction: America's Unfinished Revolution, 1863-18 77 
(New York: HarperCollins, 1988), 278 
21 Obstreperous: that is, Negroes who tried to vote. 
22 southern whites: white Democrats. Republican whites, native and immigrant, were terrorized along 
with the blacks. 
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After the last war, Henry Ford seemed to have discovered another menace to the freedom of 
Anglo-Saxon Americans.23 It was, you may be surprised to hear, 'the international Jew' .24 Mr. 
Ford did not organize any crusade, but intolerance (and impatience with the early fruits of peace) 
were in the air. And there started in American cities sometimes violent, most often unspoken 
discrimination, which survives today in landlords and clubs who discreetly advertise property and 
add the single word 'restricted'. In other words, no Jews. 
This intolerance took in Catholics and inevitably reverted to the ancient enemy of the Klan, 
the negro. In the nineteen twenties, the Klan's membership soared to four and a half million and 
it wielded a frightening power, all the more intense for being pressed underground, in the South, 
in the mid-West, and on the Pacific Coast. It waned, again when the feeling had worn off, which 
seems to be bred by most wars, the feeling that the victory isn't what it was cracked up to be and 
that everybody's agin the ordinary man who wants a home, a good wage, and a quiet life. 
By the mid-thirties the Klan had disbanded and American children could laugh easy again if 
they saw a man in a white hood and a mask. It was once again father contributing to the general 
fun and mischief of Halloween. 
Well, it' s no longer so. The most likely reasons why the Klan has started up again seem to be 
two; you can seek them in a recent promise of a labor leader, and in a decision just handed down 
by the Supreme Court. The Supreme Court has decreed that negroes can vote in Texas without 
having to pay the poll tax, which was a nominal sum to most whites but to most negroes three 
dollars is a very solid barricade in front of a polling booth. The Supreme Court last year also 
illegalized the poll tax in Georgia.25 
23 last war: World War I. 
24 The International Jew: the World's Foremost Problem, 4 vols. (Dearborn, Mich.: Dearborn 
Publishing Co., 1920-22). Ford later repudiated the book. 
25 poll tax: The Georgia legislature abolished the poll tax in 1945. In 1964, the Twenty-Fourth 
Amendment to the Constitution prohibited denial of the right to vote for nonpayment of a poll tax. Texas's 
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The labor leader is the Scottish born Philip Murray, head of the great industrial union the CIO 
_the Congress of Industrial Organizations -who a few weeks ago recalled the strenuous 
organizing campaigns his union had fought in the industrial Midwest in the rnid-thirties.
26 
Today 
the biggest number of workers outside the big unions are in the South, factory workers and 
especially farm workers. Mr. Murray simply said the other week 'we are going into the South' . 
That sounds like a tranquil remark. But when I heard it there flashed into my mind a picture, 
a photograph, I saw sometime in, I think it was 193 7. It was the picture of a man, floating face 
downward, along a river in Georgia. He was sopping wet. And he no longer cared. He was a 
dead man. He was also a colored man. And in his right hand, he clutched a damp, tom piece of 
cardboard. It was his union card. 
No wonder then that in Alabama a young negro leader, hearing of that nighttime meeting in a 
Georgia field, said- 'Looks like I buy me a bulletproof vest'. 
I talk about this freely and perhaps rather loud, because there are enough Americans in and 
out of the government who recall that the word 'normalcy' covered more things than revelry by 
night, and floggings and lynchings were some of them. And to note that once again the freedoms 
that colored people have gained in the war- the right to fight under their own officers, to share 
(in some branches of the service) mixed messes- and on the home front and the right to be 
promoted on the railroads - these freedoms may now have to be defended not as part of any 
intellectual campaign to solve what is so pretentiously called 'the negro problem', but to reassure 
to negroes the ordinary civic rights of Americans such as we are guaranteed in parts of the 
Constitution, praised in the Declaration of Independence, and chanted so proudly on Monday 
poll tax remained on the books until the U.S. Supreme Court ruled all such taxes a violation of the 
Fourteenth Amendment in Harper v. Virginia Board of Elections (1966). 
26 Murray (1886-1952), longtime vice president of the United Mine Workers of America became 
president of the Congress of Industrial Organizations - not a union but an association of industrial unions 
-in 1940. 
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momings by American schoolchildren repeating the oath to the flag- 'I pledge allegiance to the 
flag of the United States and the Republic for which it stands, one nation indivisible with justice 
and freedom for all' .',n 
I shall talk again about colored America, but I'd like just now to end by illustrating how wary 
a white man has to be, how untheoretical and sensitive when he rushes into assume equality with 
colored people and begins to presume on that equality.28 
There is not once but a score of negro problems. They are not really problems unique to 
negroes. Where ever any group of people has been treated as inferiors, or as physically 
threatening, or as delightful children or as godlike martyrs -those people will react the same 
way and often surprise and disappoint not only the people who are against them but those who are 
for them. 
I remember once taking a friendly European up to Harlem to hear some jazz. Outside the 
club, my friend said to the doorman, 'Is the singer a negress?' The doorman winced and didn't 
reply and I said, almost in the same breath, 'Is it a dinge band?' He tumed around, looked 
genial, and said 'Yaas, suh. ' 29 
Now, 'negress' is certainly a more dignified word than the slang word 'dinge'. But it was 
more acceptable. 'Negress,' wrote a famous negro poet, 'is unpardonable. ' 30 Don't ask me why. 
It's one of those subtleties of race relations that seem like whimsy to the white man, and are 
points of honor with the colored man. 
27 justice and freedom: the actual words are liberty and justice. 
28 assume equality: i.e., assume that they are equal to him, that they see themselves, and can safely be 
treated, as such. 
29 dinge: Slang word for a black person, so nearly forgotten today that it is not found in most 
American dictionaries. As AC suggests, there seems to have been an exception to the word's offensiveness 
when applied to music: "A derogatory term for a Negro. Also attrib. or as adj., esp. with reference to a 
jazz style developed by Negro musicians .... " OED. See also "Topic A-1954, The Court and the Negro," 
Talk About America, Appendix B. 
30 poet: identity uncertain. "Negress" has long been considered offensive, although some dictionaries 
qualify: "sometimes offensive" MWJJ; "offensive" American Heritage Dictionary; "now frequently 
offensive" OED 
14 
The colored people in America keep up a continuous campaign to get the word 'negro' 
printed with a capital N in newspapers. And a much more furious campaign to delete even from 
the printed page the word that to them is the lowest of all,- the word 'nigger'. That is, it's 
insulting for a white man to use it to a negro, between themselves it's a term of affection. 
For the sake of your own peace of mind, and friendliness, I ought to say that the word 
'colored' is of all the most acceptable. A negro is all right. To say 'a negro man' or 'a negro 
woman' is faintly distasteful. Because it suggests a separate race. I think you can best 
appreciate the view of himself that most colored leaders hold if I quote to you the words of a 
famous colored man in Pittsburgh. It will also shed a little light maybe on the attitudes of the 
Southern white, who so often oscillates between easy courtesy to negroes and aroused fear. 
'The truth is' wrote this colored man, 'that the American negro is an amalgam of Caucasian, 
(that is white), American Indian, and African ... Geographically, we are neither Ethiopians nor 
Africans, but Americans. Culturally, we are Anglo-Saxons.' 
Those are fighting words in the South, and now that since the war many negroes feel free to 
say them, instinctively many white men are ready to deny them to express their fear in its 
. c h . . h 31 conscious 10rm, - t at 1s, m ate. 
At the moment what we are seeing is the ticking of old habits. And what stimulates the 
ancient fear is the knowledge that there are plenty of men in the government who have sworn to 
realize an old ideal of Franklin Roosevelt. It is to protect the rights negroes won in the railroad 
shops of the South, to extend them, to help the negro work on equal terms with the white. 32 It is 
31 fighting words: That most black Americans had some white ancestry was too obvious to dispute; 
the fighting words would be "Anglo-Saxon," a euphemism for white in the Jim Crow lexicon. 
32 South A to extend] during the war, tr 
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the drive, to have a permanent act based on the late President's fair employment practices order.33 
Good Night. [ts, tr, Lis (9 May 1946)] 
AMERICAN LETTER No. 18 
[Recorded 2 July 1946 for broadcast 14 July 1946] 
[A denunciation of racist Mississippi senator Theodore Bilbo.] 
Good Evening. As you go out and around the countryside you notice the return of a lot of 
amenities which give the American highway a life all its own. The motor roads in America have 
been, for the past twenty years not only lines of communication between town and country, 
mountain and plain. They are not only a form of travel, but also a way of pleasure. Deserted 
since 1942, they begin to look normal again, except for the excessive patching that has to be done 
on old roads until new highways and parkways are laid out. But by normal, I mean the roadside 
diners and restaurants, the ice-cream parlor, are being reopened and new ones going up.34 In the 
South for instance, you'd see newly painted signs for tourist homes (that is to say, homes that 
take tourists) and directions advertising turn-offs to scenic caves or the homes of famous 
33 fair employment practices order] Fair Employment Practices Act tr. Executive Order No. 8802, 
providing equal employment without regard to race in defense plants, government employment, and 
training programs, was issued by Roosevelt 24 June 1941 in exchange for cancellation of a potentially 
embarrassing protest march of black workers on Washington to be led by A. Philip Randolph, leader of the 
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, and Walter White, secretary of the NAACP. With no provision for 
enforcement, the order was widely flouted. Joe William Trotter, The African-American Experience, vol 2 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 2001), 506-07. 
34 going up 1\ .] , though it's usually a secret where they got their lumber ts 
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Southerners. Out West, you'd see repainted warnings that you are five miles or a hundred yards 
away from a rattlesnake farm, which you are invited to visit, or from harmless little sideshows of 
gila monsters (a gila monster is a small unmonstrous sort of desert lizard). Out West too, on the 
edge of towns, neon arrows you'd see and signs point to motels ... I said motels. The word first 
came in in the mid-thirties and is still not as familiar in the East as it is out West. It is an obvious 
combination of the world motor and the word hotel and in some places you will see such playful 
variations on it as auto-tel. But though the word motel might pain a travelling scholar, he would 
learn to be very grateful for the institution it describes: a semicircle or rectangular string of little 
bungalows each divided by a roofed-in place into which you drive your car. By this time, the 
word motel covers all sorts of overnight cabins. But in the Southwest and up along the Pacific 
Coast, they are very often more comfortable and more private than hotels. Some of them are built 
round a lawn, and have restaurants built alongside. Many in the West are air-conditioned. Some 
have terraces and I have stayed at some with swimming pools. Some are luxurious, and some are 
frowzy. But a remarkable number of them in Arizona and California are a credit to the ambitious 
modem architecture that, in southern California especially has given since the thirties a new style 
and grace to the landscape. 
In the East here, along with the reopening of new roadside restaurants and bars, you notice 
that the tree nurseries are spruced up, there are once again the advertisements for baseball games, 
and flower shows, and on Long Island the Saturday polo at Bostwick Field, and through New 
York State, and New England, you will see newly-painted barns, refurbished community halls 
and little theatres, all of them for the same purpose and all devoted to what is perhaps the most 
characteristic institution of summer in the New England countryside- summer stock.35 This is 
a happy custom indulged in places whose pretty country, or seashore, has long invited a summer 
35Bostwick Field: a polo ground, Old Westbury, N.Y. 
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population. In America, more than in some countries and ce1iainly more than in Britain, 
comfortable middle-class people often leave the city generally for the months of July, and 
August. The husband comes up at weekends and joins his family in their summer cottage or 
beach house, or even one room shack. There are towns in New England and along the sea coast 
whose population almost doubles during those summer months. You realize I am not talking 
about seaside resmis, where people go and spend a week or two weeks' holiday. I am talking 
about the habit of going to the country for the summer to escape the city heat. It is not as 
universal as the summer furniture ads would like to have you think. But it is a habit that far more 
people make themselves afford over here than, I think, manage in Europe. 
Throughout New England, and the adjoining states ofNew York and Pennsylvania, this 
summer are over ninety little theatres, which will be open only for those two or three summer 
months. The casts are made up of young people who are already in the theatre, and young people 
who are fugitive from college dramatics, and actors who are technically described as resting and 
if you are lucky you will hire one big star of stage or screen to glorify your production, which is 
being staged, remember, in cunningly made-over barns, or church halls, and more rarely in little 
country theatres. They do everything from there to Charlie's Aunt to Hamlet, from Broadway 
revivals to old Coward and ancient Shaw.36 
All this gives the grateful impression that life is settling down to normal, and I fear you may 
think that this letter is a postscript to one I did two or three months ago about the difference 
between normality and what in the Twenties they called normalcy. Well, that's in fact what it 
is. 37 
36 Charley's Aunt: An English farce by Brandon Thomas, first performed in 1892. 
37 
what it is. A ] Journalists off around the country for the fust time since the war are disturbed to see 
the rebirth of so much familiar and heartwarming American life, but against the background of Bikini 
[Bikini Atoll, Marshall Islands, site of two nuclear tests in July 1946]. It' s been suggested, and I think 
rightly, that whatever Americans are doing this summer by way of play or spending or bingeing is being 
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I mentioned before that paralleling the headlong spree of the Nineteen Twenties, there was 
the bouncing popular conviction that politics could be safely left to President Harding and 
President Coolidge. Today, the spree, such as it is- and the temporary collapse of all price 
control sobered it up considerably- the spree is going on against a background of fear that 
perhaps the government has broken down. Surely, it is the job of government to underwrite what 
it takes to be the best of national character and at the same time to write a policy insuring against 
the most typical lapses from it. I don't claim this as anybody's definition, but my own, yet I 
gather from my own observation, and from that of feature correspondents going round the 
country, that a great many Americans feel we are in a mess, feel that they want to be used, want 
to be called on, as President Roosevelt called on them often to anticipate a coming crisis and lick 
it before it licked them. In other words, I am optimistic enough to believe that since VJ day, 
Americans are aware that Congress has in too many ways shown a lapse from the best that is in 
the American people. 38 
This, I think, is the most telling difference between the Nineteen Twenties and the Nineteen 
Forties, the difference between the insecurity that laughs itself off and an insecurity that knows 
itself even when it is groping for the symbols of the normal and the familiar. 
The National Parks expect to be host to twenty-two million Americans this year, in the first 
great travel boom since 1941. But rising about the majesty of the Grand Canyon, and the eerie 
scarlets of the Painted Desert, there will be the cliche of our age - that terrifying cloud that by 
done not at all with the abandon of the Twenties, not at all with the flippant feeling that life is short and 
government can be left to the government. You don' t need a crystal ball to see that many people are going 
about their spending, or playing, with a slightly unreal earnestness, and that if they ignore government it is 
not from apathy, but from the anxiety that government may not come up with any optimistic answers. ts 
38 V.J. Day: Formally, Victory Over Japan Day, 2 September, the day of the 1945 surrender ceremony 
aboard the U.S.S. Missouri in Tokyo Bay. 
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now all of us know is 'mushroom-shaped'. Of course, even without the atomic bomb the 1940's 
couldn't possibly be the same as the 1920's, but the thing is that an awful lot of people know it. 39 
This autumn, there will be national elections to make up a new Congress. Down in 
Mississippi is a man, known as the Man, who is seeking reelection to the United States Senate. 
His name is Theodore Bilbo.40 He is 68, he looks like a wizened old bullfrog, with glasses. He 
has been injail.41 He has heard himself publicly denounced as a scoundrel and a grafter. As long 
ago as 1910, his State Senate said he was 'unfit to sit with upright men'. Yet he whips up poor 
farmers, and anxious planters, to a fierce endorsement of his policies. His policies, such as they 
are, are conceived in hate and spawn in illiteracy. He is hysterical against unions, and against the 
negro. He recently yelled at a country audience, 'I call on every red-blooded white man to use 
any means to keep the niggers away from the polls'. 42 Yet this man has been Lieutenant 
Governor, Governor, and Senior Senator from Mississippi. 
The point about Bilbo is that he is 68, that he's just what he always was, and that his name 
has only in the past few years crawled into the consciousness of Americans north of Mississippi. 
The reaction against abolishing the poll tax in some Southern states will probably send him back 
to the Senate. But after a literally hateful life, and a profitable political career for 38 years, a vast 
number of Americans are now ashamed of him, and concerned about him.43 And I think this 
39 people 1\ .] , even at the moment of raising their glass, ts 
40 Theodore G. Bilbo (1877-1947), Mississippi governor and U.S. senator 1935-47, author of Take 
Your Pick: Separation or Mongrelization (Poplarville, Miss. : Dream House Publishing, 1946). After 
Bilbo's death, AC freely named him as the archetype of "white trash" racist demagogue. See Letters 366 
(5 May 1954) and 403 (27 May 1955). 
41 jail. 1\ ] He has had his wife accuse him of chronic infidelities. ts 
42 In the speech, Bilbo added, "If you don 't understand what that means, you are just plain dumb." 
Robert L. Fleegler, "Theodore G. Bilbo and the Decline ofPublic Racism, 1938-1947," Journal of 
Mississippi History, Spring 2006, 1-27. He used slightly smoother diction in a campaign broadcast, "I 
call on every red-blooded Anglo-Saxon man in Mississippi to resort to any means to keep hundreds of 
Negroes from the polls in the July 2 primary [see Letter 6, above]. And if you don't know what that means, 
you are just not up to your persuasive measures." 
43 about him. 1\ ] I don' t offer this as a sign of a national change of heart. ts 
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does show that the national cynicism about such politicians, which is chronic, has come alive as 
popular outrage. 44 
There is another, almost striking example of this shift of feeling. You all know by now about 
the dreary exhibition that went under the name of the Louis-Conn fight. 45 The buildup to this 
fight, was as typical as anything could be of the 1920's. The two men were kept apart for years, 
neither went in for practice bouts that might have tipped off the public to the painful inferiority of 
Conn. The promoter, Mike Jacobs, capped a heady career of publicity by charging a hundred 
dollars for a ringside seat,- twelve-thousand of them, which calls for a new definition of ' ring-
side'. 
The best thing about the fight was the writing that came out of it. The writing of the sports 
reporters, who in America somehow tend to know more about the sheer gift of writing than all the 
professors of literature writing end to end. 
The sports-writers were not fooled, as I believe they would have been in the 1920's. This is 
how Jimmy Cannon of the New York Post described the knock-out: 'The right hand was the 
beginning. It cut Conn's left eye ... and Louis pawed at it, and from the press rows you could 
see the night gathering in Conn's eyes, and the features starting to thicken with the stupidity of 
punishment. The finish came, unexpected because it destroyed a man, but not suddenly, because 
Conn was always the hunted, who escaped only temporarily from the trap .... 
44 Partway through this broadcast, BBC engineers pulled the plug and filled the remaining time with 
soothing music. BBC lawyers had considered the text and decided the Bilbo material was libelous. 
However, nobody told the engineers transmitting the program. As a result, BBC New York producer 
Annette Ebsen was informed in a frosty note from executive Trevor Blewitt in London, "the first few 
sentences of the slanderous passage on Bilbo were broadcast before the continuity announcer realized what 
was happening and cut off the studio from which the recording was going out. The result was a 'hue and 
cry' in the press." Cooke documentary files, BBC Written Archives Center, Caversham Park, Reading, 
U.K. Also quoted in Nick Clarke, Alistair Cooke: A Biography (New York: Arcade Publishing, 1999), 
219-20. Trends with the word "outrage," apparently indicating where the transmission was interrupted. 
The Listener text ends just before the Bilbo section. AC never again explicitly attacked a living public 
figure . 
45 Joe Louis v. Billy Conn, 19 June 1946. 
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'All the big people waited for this plotted accident to happen and down front in the $100 seats 
was Bernard Bamch and close to him sat a guy who held up banks and now is a legitimate man 
because they don't put you in jail for selling whisky anymore. Stand up and look back out of the 
press row and there they were, all the big people waiting for this controlled violence, licensed and 
sanctioned by the laws of the state. ' 46 
Sports writers are proverbially cynical. But in the 1920's, this was a fashionable attribute of 
toughness. I don't think it was grounded in the kind of social observation that now Americans 
use on themselves and that makes all complaint by foreigners seem like a spinster's regret. The 
whole tmth about the fight could hardly have been so stingingly said by any foreigner, as it was 
by an American, Robert C. Ruark, an up and corning columnist for a national chain of papers. 47 
He called his article 'Gilt-Edged Suckers' and this in part is what he wrote: 
'Very few people there were buying a prizefight. They had the dough hot in their pockets, but 
they can't buy a big car and they can't buy fancy homes and they can't buy refrigerators and they 
can't brag about their trip abroad ... all the fast money was there, the gamblers, the black market 
boys, the small business lad who've gotten fat on shortages ... the movie stars flew in from the 
Coast ... the writers who beat the dmm for the match were honestly interested and in a way not 
much more guilty of conspiracy with Jacobs than the war, which also put a premium on the fight. 
'Nobody did much in the exhibition, well, Conn fell down a couple of times, if you want to 
count that, until the eighth. Then Joe walked over, with the confidence of a man ordering a glass 
of water, and hit the loud-mouth Irishman a couple of businesslike belts in the chops. Conn fell 
on his pants and that was all, except that everybody seemed to be briefly furious at the outcome. 
For the first time they felt they'd been sold a flimsy commodity and they didn't like it. 
46 Jimmy Cannon (1890-1974). 
47 Robert Ruark (1915-1965), besides newspaper writing, wrote short stories and one best-selling 
novel about the Kenya Mau Mau uprising, Something of Value. 
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'They've got no real complaint, because they weren't paying for a fight. Fights cost $10 for 
good seats, and when you get over that amount, you are buying self-importance.' Good Night. 
[ts, ts2, tr, Lis (18 July 1946)] 
AMERICAN LETTER No. 20 
[Recorded 16 July for broadcast 28 July 1946] 
[Despite hopes that democracy might naturally secure the civil rights of black southerners, 
Cooke takes note of efforts by Georgia politicians to challenge black people' s efforts to vote.] 
Good evening. I've been looking back to some of the newspapers right after the first World 
War and if anybody thinks that we aren't back to normal, he need only do the same and compare 
our own headlines today. 
In May, 1919, the front pages were headlining the new American seaplane, the NC-4, which 
was going across the Atlantic by way of the Azores. Today, the transatlantic crossing is routine, 
but Howard Hughes' monster 8-engined flying boat has about the same appeal.48 
In May, 1919 it was the Peace Conference in Paris. Today, it's the Peace Conference in 
Paris.49 
48 Industrialist Hughes's enormous wooden transport aircraft, called the "Spruce Goose" (though it 
was made of cedar), flew only once, 2 November 1947. It is now a museum in McMinnville, Oregon. 
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In 1919, it was threats of newer and bigger strikes, which today are also routine but no easier 
to take. 
In 1919, there was much reporting about the prospects of the Suffrage Amendment, which 
was meant to help women proclaim the power that they have always exerted anyway in private -
I mean, it was meant to give them the vote. 5° Today, the voting news coincides with a menace 
that was no menace at all in 1919. There has been a sporadic revival of the Ku Klux Klan in a 
couple of Southern states, as yet quite fitful and furtive. But this sharpens our interest in 
watching the negro go to the polls in some southern states for the first time. In theory, political 
democracy has knocked down another straw bogeyman and vindicated the dignity of the colored 
man. In practice, we can already see that- inevitably- the negro vote, like any other bloc of 
voters,- is fair game for politicians. Recently, in Georgia, the FBI went into action to see 
whether or not certain legal paper forms, challenging the right of particular negroes to vote, had 
been prepared in the campaign headquarters of Eugene Talmadge, a candidate for Governor. 5 1 At 
the same time, in another county in Georgia, a solicitor general was charging the Political Action 
Committee of the CIO had printed sample ballots marked for the use of negroes voting for the 
first time. 52 
In 1919, on the Fourth of July, several million Americans thought of Toledo, Ohio, where 
Jack Dempsey was knocking out Jess Willard. In 1946, need I say, it was New York, and the ill-
49 In the 1946 Paris Peace Conference, the Allies sought to negotiate treaties with Hitler' s vassal 
states: Italy, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Finland. Efforts were overwhelmed by developing Cold War 
tensions as Hungary, Romania, and Bulgaria fell under Soviet sway and Finland, though never in the Soviet 
bloc, was effectively intimidated by Russia until the 1980s. Soviet neutralization of Finland during the 
Cold War gave rise to the term "Finlandization." 
50 The Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution, giving women the right to vote, was ratified 24 
August 1920. Though never actually opposing them, AC often took an arch tone toward the Women's 
Movement and women's political and social grievances. 
51 
went] had to go Lis. Talmadge (1884-1946), three-time governor, won the office again in 1946 but 
died before taking office. He was known, along with Theodore Bilbo, for extreme racist rhetoric. See 
Letters 23 (18 August 1946) and 716 (1 April 1962), the latter a memory of a personal encounter with 
Talmadge. See also Herman Talmadge, his son , in Letter 209 (16 March 1951 ). 
52 The CIO's support for black voting rights doomed its southern organizing efforts. 
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fated Billy Conn being quietly disposed of by Joe Louis. There's a small but interesting 
difference here. In 1919, it was correct and it was generous to refer to a colored boxer as 'a credit 
to his race'. Just that. The compliment is now so hackneyed as to sound to many colored 
people almost as a faint insult. And a New York sp011s writer wrote 'Joe Louis is a credit to his 
race, by which I mean, of course, the human race. ' 53 
In 1919, too, on the sporting pages, there was exciting news of a young sixfooter, with a 
stoop, and a cannon-ball serve, winning tennis tournaments all over the place. His name, William 
T. Tilden, Jr. This year, Tilden was still in the sporting headlines, in the professional 
championships just over, but he is now the grand old man of tennis and the cannon-ball serve has 
been appropriated by another player and streamlined into what one writer called Frank Kovacs' 
'V2 serve'. Some old sportswriters though Kovacs's serve was even more unplayable than 
Tilden's cannonball of the twenties. 
But there is a chronic headline of 1919 that seems almost to have been reprinted without any 
change today. It is the alarming incompetence of the family income to deal with soaring prices. 
You could call offheadlines and never know whether the dateline was 1919 or 1946: Milk, 
Butter, Eggs jump. Veterans protest Housing Shortage. Mayor warns on plight of white collar 
class: once again, it's the people with fixed salaries who seem to pay the heaviest penalty. 
On the inner pages, there were- in 1919 -and are- in 1946, long and conscientious 
accounts of hunger and inflation from correspondents in Central Europe and Asia. 
In 1926, there were tributes in the New York papers to George Bernard Shaw, and upstanding 
pictures of him, then about to celebrate his 70th birthday. This week, there have been pictures-
53 human race: AC uses the latter remark, usually uncredited, in tributes to numerous black figures 
over many decades, including Louis for the second time in Letter 117 (20 March 1949) and a third time on 
Louis's death, in Letter 1679 (17 April1981); Duke Ellington, Letter 1320 (June 1, 1974); Julian Bond, 
Letter 1225 (12 August 1972); and Arthur Ashe, Letter 2313 (11 June 1993). In the Ellington tribute he 
attributes the expression to Jimmy Cannon. 
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of Santa Claus in Knickerbockers- and tributes to George Bernard Shaw, about to celebrate his 
90th bi11hday. An American literary magazine threw a party on the 27th to honor the great man. 54 
One of the invitations to the Shaw dinner came by word of mouth to an old New York gentleman 
who has a lifelong passion for what you call shell-fish and what Americans call seafood. Of 
course, he heard it as a shore dinner, which is a favorite New England meal, that you get at 
seafood restaurants close to the sea, and takes its name from all the good things that float and 
swim and cling at the seashore. And when he heard the commemoration dinner would cost each 
guest ten dollars (two pounds, ten) a throw, he waxed even more enthusiastic- where other men 
would have been given pause. A Shaw dinner at ten dollars a head became in his imagination a 
date with paradise. As he excitedly explained to a friend- "at that price, they'll likely start with 
steamer clams, and then some beautiful crab soup or terrapin maybe, and I expect there ' ll be 
really first-rate striped bass or swordfish . .. .. " He was babbling on in this happy way, when the 
friend smelled something, and it wasn't fishy. He then pointed out to the old man that what was 
being given at the Waldorf was a dinner for Bernard Shaw. The old man was crestfallen and 
cancelled his check. 
This fishy topic sends me on to a typical contrast with the spacious days of 1919. On the 
sports pages again, you would have read then about new and ingenious ways, thought up in 
California, of tying flies, or rather of marketing lures and flies already made up. What was new 
about them, it was claimed, was the materials from which they were made. Now, they said, you 
could go into a sp01iing goods store and buy flies made from gun cotton and silk thread used in 
the war, you could see marvelous mimicries of small fish made of aluminum left over from war 
factories. This was then considered a major change, though the sporting magazines started writing 
5427th] 26th tr, Lis. In tr, which was used as typesetting copy for The Listener, a BBC copyeditor 
changed the date to Shaw's actual birthday. 
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long and conscience-stricken editorials on the doubtful ethics of throwing such perfect imitations 
of sprats to catch your mackerel. 
Today, there's a new note that I think most fishermen will to agree to call revolutionary. In 
fact, it will very likely sound the knell of every sort of fish foolish enough to swim near enough to 
the Atlantic or Pacific coastline. It is a device which one firm says it has nearly perfected, for 
spotting schools of fish by radar and sportsmen have already tried it out in Florida. More 
accurately, I believe, it's called sonar and was a development of radar used during the war for 
locating submarines. Out in San Francisco and in the marine station just south of there, they are at 
the moment doing research in the characteristic sound given off by different kinds of fish. They 
have already catalogued the peculiar, and apparently separate echoes received from mackerel, 
bluefish, squid and rock cod. You can imagine that the commercial fishermen are rather more 
excited than the amateurs. The San Francisco Sardine Association is sweating right now to 
identify the native wood-note wild of the sardine. 55 When they have this down pat, they prophesy 
a terrific increase in the annual sardine catch. 
It occurs to me that if we were talking about this thing offhand, in a train, say - few of us 
would be so prim as to deny that this is a sign of progress. But it certainly makes a radical change 
in our notions of sportsmanship - I imagine they'll soon start drafting rules and putting 
fishermen on their honor to leave enough mothers floating around to spawn next year's targets. 
But also, it will complicate the commerce ofthe United States and Portugal, for instance. If the 
West Coast sardine catch turns into a major industry, it may look like progress to us. To the 
Department of Commerce it will be just another typical modem headache. 
In these old newspapers, you would have read sensational headlines about the new motor-
cars, how Ford was considering introducing gears you changed by hand. Well, as you may have 
55 wood-note wild: "A natural untrained musical note or song .... " : "If ... sweetest Shakespear fancies 
childe, Warble his native Wood-notes wilde", John Milton, L 'Allegro 134 OED 
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heard they went and did it. Today, the New York newspapers have just reproduced a traffic 
architect's drawing which the Mayor of New York is now studying. It proposes the first of a 
series of three decker-highways. Some of our highways, notably alongside the Hudson River at 
times amount to two deckers, that is to say the cars going north are well above and out of sight of 
the cars going south. But this new plan offers to rebuild main streets and have a top level for 
pedestrians, houses, trees, and such other hannless baubles; a lower level, immediately below for 
northbound cars; a third level for southbound cars; the present street level for bucks and 
commercial traffic; below that would be the underground. Somewhere below that, if we progress 
with the atom bomb, would be the caves of you and me. 56 
The papers are full of other such marvels cooked up by men trying to extricate themselves 
from the effects of the marvels they invented a quarter century or more ago. To older men than 
me, this is (I understand) a situation that is recurring more and more rapidly every decade. In 
1919, the motor car ads challenged you to be a man, to work, to earn, to save, to buy a car, and 
get away from the work, the earning and saving on the open road. Now, of course, the road is no 
longer open. 
If this sounds like a reactionary talk, and one disrespectful of the scientists, let me hasten to 
put in a couple of quick compliments to these men who are now racing each other to simplify life 
to the point where one simple fool can press a fool-proof button and end it all for several hundred 
thousand inhabitants of London, New York or Paris. 57 
56 Here and ff. , less than a year after Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and three years before the Soviets 
exploded an atomic bomb on 29 August 1949, AC articulates the fears of coming decades, shadowed by 
the threat of nuclear war. 
57 Long before the bipolar world of superpowers bristling with nuclear-armed ICBMs, supposedly 
prevented from accidental misfiring by "fail-safe" control systems, AC observes that there is no safety 
from fools. This pessimism about human frailty endured, expressed most fully in his 1973 public 
television series, Alistair Cooke's America, and in Chapter 11, "The Arsenal," of the best-selling book 
version of the same title: "For the greatest danger is that the technology of the unthinkable war will enchant 
its practitioners, growing so subtle and mighty as to acquire a momentum all its own, which mere men will 
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Everybody who lives on the East Coast of the United States will agree that midsummer, and 
especially the month just over, breeds several unfailing pests -the mosquito, for one, - the 
horse-fly for another. A civic-minded scientist has suggested to the state of New Jersey that they 
should use Army mortars to fire shells of insecticide over places where the pests breed. Already, 
you don' t have to go far to see low-flying planes out, spraying DDT over crops and low-lying 
places. In New York the other day, it was possible to see a plane flying low and not spraying 
anything more tangible than fear and panic in the people down below. This is another modem 
headache. The police department of New York has established an air patrol for spotting private 
fliers joy-riding below the required altitude. Meanwhile, some of the citizens below have 
organized petitions to the Civic Aeronautics Authority to force planes to use specified mufflers, 
so that they- the citizens - can get some sleep. 
These are some of the daily irritants of American life in the atomic age. I am not trying to 
point any moral- this being a letter and not a sermon. But, in case anybody picks up the 
assumption that the blame rests on the scientists, I should mention a scientist friend of mine who 
exploded the other night when somebody talked about controlling the atom. 'What do you mean, 
controlling the atom? As scientists, we can rest up for a couple of hundred years. Now we have 
to catch up as human beings. The bomb isn't going to get up and bite anybody. What we have to 
control is the part of us that might want to set the thing off.' 
I looked up and noticed a faint flicker of embarrassment in the eyes of a politician and a 
parson. Good Night. [ts, tr, Lis (8 August 1946)] 
be powerless to subdue" (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1973), 363. Likewise, as will be seen, he doubted 
the human ability fully to overcome racial prejudice. 
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AMERICAN LETTER No. 23 
[Recorded 31 July 1946 for broadcast 18 August 1946] 
[Northern and European liberals and their opinions about race and the South.] 
Good Evening. I was talking to a friend of mine some time ago who is an ardent liberal, in 
the American sense. That word 'liberal ' is a constant nuisance to a correspondent writing and 
talking about America. I always feel a moment of discouragement when I see any article of mine 
printed in Britain which contains the word 'liberal.' For invariably it has been reprinted with a 
capital L, and between the word Liberal in Britain and the small-letter word liberal in America 
there is a world of misunderstanding. In Britain, the word normally refers to members of the 
Liberal Party. But here there is no such thing,- at least, there is a New York party calling itself 
the American Liberal Party, but there is no historic American party called by that name or even 
embodying the ideals and practical policies for which the Liberal Party in Britain stood for so 
long. 58 
The word liberal in America suffers from being a word that positively reeks of flattery and 
emotion. It's like the French word honnete- un honnete homme, - a decent man. 59 Nobody 
wants to be thought anything else, - so at one extreme you have Senator Robert Taft calling 
himself a liberal, though to almost every Democrat (with a capital D), and Socialist, and 
58 American Liberal Party: New York State party founded in 1944 in protest against business 
domination of the Republicans and machine corruption of the Democrats. By 1946 the British Liberal 
Party, long the principal opposition to the Conservatives, had been supplanted by Labour. 
59 man 1\ . ] what you would call a regular guy tr. honette homme: "honest man, a respectable and 
honorable citizen of the middle class." MWJJ 
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Progressive he is an arch-reactionary.60 Reactionary is the favorite word used by liberals to 
describe their opposites. Thirty years ago in England, I imagine, people used the word 
progressive and Tory much as Americans use the words liberal and reactionary.61 
Sometime we must talk more about American liberals. But right now I just want to say there 
is no such thing as a liberal political program as you would understand it, and since there is no 
Liberal Party in Congress, a great many Americans who call themselves liberals do so because it 
flatters their self-esteem and at the same time excuses them from taking any active political 
responsibility even in their own town.62 Big cities of course are notoriously suitable soil for the 
building of ivory towers. 
The man I was telling you about is an American type that you ought to know something 
about.63 You know him mostly not by what he's for, since his life seems on the surface to be 
much like that of other bourgeois families he would despise.64 But you know him best by what 
he's against. He's against Churchill, against the Southern Democrats, against the British in 
Palestine, and India, against the Republicans, against the poll-tax, against the Ku Klux Klan, 
against what he calls the British-American bloc in the United Nations, against the Army and 
Navy, and against big business. You never catch him without a cause. Just now he's 
passionately for the Southern negro, and the Jews of Palestine. 
60 Robert A. Taft (1889-1953), isolationist, anti-Roosevelt Republican from Ohio, senator 1938 to his 
death. 
61 and /\ Tory] the word tr 
62 many /\ Americans] , far too many, ts; their /\ self-esteem] political ts 
63 ought] might like tr; about. A] From him comes the vocal and to you oddly inconsistent anti-
British . .. ts 
64 despise. /\ ] During the war, he was consistently pro-Russian, pro-Roosevelt, pro-Gandhi, pro-
Henry Wallace. ts. Henry Wallace (1888-1965), vice president of the United States 1941-45, 
Progressive Party presidential candidate 1948. His leftist views included derision toward Churchill, 
opposition to the Marshall Plan, and support to accommodation with Stalin. He strongly favored civil 
rights for black Americans. 
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Now I don't want anybody to imagine that I think these are bad things to be for or bad things 
to be against. It is the peculiar mixture of his likes and dislikes that constitutes an American type, 
and a type that doesn' t necessarily know much about the cause it's espousing. 
This liberal friend of mine said casually the other day, 'Why do the papers always refer to the 
Deep South, when they are talking about the South?' For a moment I was staggered. I know his 
feelings about the K.K.K., about the Southern negro, and the poor whites who work down South 
for a pauper's share of a miserable crop. And I imagined that he had read enough to know 
something about the elementary geography of the South. 65 I replied simply that in popular usage 
'the South' means roughly the twelve States that curve south from Maryland and the Ohio River 
round the Gulf ofMexico to the Mississippi and beyond to the Western border of Texas. And that 
'the Deep South' usually refers to the southernmost, the so-called cotton States from South 
Carolina to Texas, - South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi and Louisiana. 
The phrase 'the South' must call up all sorts of images to different people. 66 And it has been 
one of the misfortunes of the South that to the rest of the United States it tends to call up a 
romantic image that was seldom true to fact at any time. Southerners themselves often have a 
gift of escaping the unbearable present in daydreams of an imaginary past. Jonathan Daniels, a 
famous Southerner, who for a time was the White House Secretary, once began a book about the 
South by labeling the broken fragments of the ' local color' that Americans have heaped upon the 
South: a land of hot climate, of lost grandeur, of sweating negroes, of hot biscuits and cool 
evenings, of political demagogues, of fields of cotton, and plates of shrimp, of elegant planters 
sipping mint juleps, of meanness and poverty and semi-tropical diseases. Like Mark Twain's 
65 that 1\ he] even if he had never been there, ts 
66 images] different images tr 
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weather, everybody- especially Northemers- deplores the South. Few of them do anything 
about it.67 
Well, there is a revolution in Dixie and Northem liberals are now not unwilling to pipe down 
when for the first time they see Southemers making public the complexity of South em life as it 
really is after the Second World War. It is an enormous and terrifying subject and I don't want to 
give the impression of doing more this time than touch on a few of the mainsprings of the present 
revolution. I mentioned a month or two ago about the revival of the Ku Klux Klan and the 
determination of the two great national labor unions to go into the South and organise its vast 
armies of disgruntled workers. 
You have heard recently too of the lynchings in Georgia and Mississippi, and the re-election 
as Govemor of Georgia of old Gene Talmadge, who ran on a platform of 'white supremacy' and 
whose earlier administration was thoroughly discredited to a shocked Georgia by his young 
successor, Ellis Amall. 68 Govemor Amall himself was responsible for amending the state 
constitution of Georgia to prevent any Govemor from succeeding himself and so, in a high-
minded way, was partly responsible for his own doom and for the retum to the dubious 
govemment of Talmadge. One of the happy things about the South these days is the rise of 
conscientious and progressive Southemers like Govemor Amall, who are far better able to build a 
new South than the Northemers who so self-righteously regret the old.69 
67 Secretary, 1\ once], has summed up this failing by declaring that "We Southerners are a 
mythological people and are in part to blame for our own legendary character.' [He once] ts. Daniels 
(1902-1981), from North Carolina, was press secretary to Roosevelt and Truman, and author of many 
books. See A Southerner Discovers the South (New York: Macmillan, 1938). 
68 
re-election] return to power ts . 
69 things 1\ about] - one of the happy things- tr. Arnall (1907 -1992) was destroyed politically 
by his racial progressivism. The youngest governor in Georgia history (1943-47), he was defeated in the 
1946 primary by Talmadge, who painted him as a traitor to the white race for allowing African-Americans 
to vote in the formerly all-white primary. In a 1966 bid for the governorship, he was again defeated in a 
primary, by the fiery segregationist Lester Maddox. 
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What is that old South, for which undoubtedly many powerful Southerners are fighting 
without much hope to preserve? It is a land of tenant farming, of abundant and profitable cotton, 
of a huge and uncomplaining negro and poor white population of virtual serfs. That South is, as 
the song says, long gone. Today the southern reactionaries, or traditionalists, if you like, know as 
well as anybody that nothing is more ruinous to the pocket than worn-out cotton land, and that the 
empire of cotton is over. In one town, in Enterprise, Alabama, they put up a statue to the boll 
weevil, the ominous maggot that crossed the Texas border from Mexico, infested as much as 90 
per cent of the cotton crop and at one time destroyed over two million bales a year. They 
celebrated the maggot because it forced the South to diversify its crops. And now the South has 
the anxious makings of a rounded agriculture in cattle, rice, hogs, fruit, the sweet potato, and 
sugar cane. The old men and the traditionalists want to develop this agriculture in middle-sized 
farms using lots of cheap negro labor. And they want to do it without any help from the labour 
umons. 
They are doomed to frustration and defeat. First by the alarming speed of mechanized 
farming. Secondly, by the obvious fact that the humble pre-war population of tenants farmers 
and share-croppers isn't there any more. Thirdly, by the intelligence of the labor unions in 
appointing only Southerners to organize the labour that is left. 
Let's take these three changes one at a time. 
The mechanical cotton picker, demonstrated quietly in a Georgia field in 1944, is now ready 
to do the work of almost five million farmers and small planters. There is a flame thrower that 
consumes the weeds that were once painfully plucked by hand. In the rice and sugar fields of 
Louisiana, one man and several machines, -for seeding, ditching, diking, - does the work of 
ten pairs of hands in a fraction of the time. The mechanical cotton picker picks a bale of cotton 
twice as fast, and for a quarter of the price, it can be done by human hands. The poor whites and 
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negroes who did this work saw the mechanical handwriting on the fields and got out- into war 
factories, all over the country. Two million of them- a terrific labor force in anybody' s land. 
Today barely a quarter of them have come back, to the South. 
The traditionalists howl Communist when they see a labor organizer and hope to terrify the 
middle-class whites to seek security in slogans asserting the supremacy of the white, and the more 
vicious ones in secretly backing the Ku Klux Klan and its orgy of hate against negroes and 
Catholics and Jews. By the way, it should be said that a Lot of the money for these witch-hunts 
comes from the North. 
But the best of the young people and the true Liberals in the South (and it takes a good deal 
more courage to be a liberal in Atlanta than New York) -they know that the unions are bound to 
win. Not only because the unions may be able to guarantee a higher working wage to a great 
population of scared and insecure workers. But because the unions are industrial unions and are 
preparing to meet the wholesale mechanization of Southern agriculture in big farms run by 
industrial corporations or syndicates. That seems pretty certainly to be the obvious fate of 
Southern farming. And farm workers who turned to skilled and semi-skilled factory work, and 
against all the Nmihern theories, did it well during the war, no longer look for protection from 
considerate planters or men who live in their own backyard. Their new employers may be 
corporation managers who live in Chicago or Delaware or New York. No region of the country 
has abandoned less factories than the South. And even aged Southerners see their best-loved myth 
crumbling before the huge new factories in Tennessee and Texas and Virginia and Louisiana, -
states so dear to the writers of sentimental songs and the makers of movies dripping with quiet 
plantation, and Spanish moss, and submissive negro baritones with satisfactory teeth. Plastics, 
airplanes, alkalis, shipbuilding, - this is in a sense the future of the agrarian South. And even 
where the roar of machines is not enclosed in factory walls, you will hear machines chattering 
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along the bayous, and the old and new crops of the South being harvested to melodies even more 
rhythmic than the old work songs of the Southern negro -being gathered to the beat of an 
internal combustion engine. 
There are fewer negroes than there were in 1939 and they have their price- the women who 
have gone back to domestic work demand and get three and four times the wage they had before 
the war. Several million negroes will soon have no place to farm and learned no industrial skill in 
the war. They foresee only mass idleness and poverty.70 They will weigh heavy on the national 
conscience and on the State unemployment rolls. What life the Klan can whip up is based on fear 
of this solid bloc of colored workers -fear of their solid poverty in a new industrial South which 
will no longer be able to throw them a jug of molasses and a scrap of fatback pork from a forty-
acre farm worked by a mule. 71 Good Night. [ts, ts2, tr, Lis (29 August 1946)} 
70 They foresee] For themselves they see ahead tr 
71 Forty-acre farm worked by a mule: After defeating Confederate forces in Georgia in January 1865, 
General William T. Sherman issued Field Order No. 15, granting forty acres, and when possible a mule 
from army surplus, to liberated slaves in the coastal region. Most of those who received tht; land, however, 
were deprived of it later by its former owners. In African-American historical memory, the expression 
"forty acres and a mule" became a bitter shorthand for broken promises. 
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AMERICAN LETTER No. 4072 
[Recorded 30 November 1946 for broadcast 15 December 1946] 
[The history, culture, and condition of the black turpentine workers in Florida.] 
Good Evening. I told you last time about the winter tourists in Florida, and the vast swampy 
jungle that lies behind them, through most of the middle of the Florida peninsula. 73 You certainly 
can't ignore the tourist life- which is the world's cliche about Florida- because in the winter 
the population of the state doubles, from the tourists who are Florida's biggest money crop. But 
it's time to talk about the people that's left behind when winter's over, the nearly two million 
people who make up the year round population of the state. 
Well, a good many in the central lakeland district will have something to do with Florida's 
second money crop - the sale of its climate in the shape of oranges and grapefruit, and more 
and more since the war, in the shape of cans containing their concentrated juices. The 
government set up laboratories early in the war to make citrus concentrates for Lend-Lease. Like 
many another expedient thought up in wartime, the experiment sweated over in the name of the 
Allies is beginning to pay off handsomely for the natives. Up to the war, most of us, and most of 
Florida's orange growers thought of oranges as something to get the juice out of. And 97% of 
the oranges shipped north were packed and freighted for that purpose. Now there is a firm at 
72 In Letters from America (1951 ), AC combined Letters 39 and 40 in one rewritten version entitled 
"Winter- and Florida," 
73 in] of BBCc 
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Dunedin, on the west coast of Florida, whose boast is that it considers orange juice as a by-
product. Once the juice is out, they are left with what used to be thrown away, the pulp, the peel, 
the seeds. Now they extract from the seeds a dye which will fix any known color in a1tificial silk, 
vegetable fats for cooking, and oleo-margarine. From the colored layer of the peel they extract 
terpenes, for battleship paint, and carotene, which provides trillions of units a year of Vitamin A. 
From the white pulp, they get pectin, which is a superlative jelling agent, and medical godsend 
for the early treatment of deep wounds. Even now, there's cellulose and sugar left over, from 
which they take ethyl alcohol for gun cotton; the vitamin B complex; feed yeast for cattle. 
They joke in Florida about how, in the late winter, a trainload of millionaires going home will 
be shunted onto a siding to let a trainload of cabbages go through express. If you are a Florida 
truck-farmer, market-gardener, you'd say this is no joke. Most of the land of Florida is poor land, 
and much of it swamp. Of its 35,000,000 acres, only two million are in crops. The climate of the 
central region and the Gulf Coast is not all that more genial than the climate of Georgia and the 
Carolinas to the north. So in late winter, there's always a desperate race on to ship north 
vegetables which it's only just too cold for those other southern states to grow. They will be 
harvesting them a month or a week or two later, and as soon as they do, that's the end of the 
Florida market. Hence when a train of cabbages starts north, the signals go down all the way, and 
there's nobody important enough to slow it, especially if the weather in the Carolinas has taken a 
tum for the better. 
Floridians have always resented having to wince when anybody mentions beef, or praises the 
fat cattle of Eastern Texas. Florida has tried for a hundred years to build up a cattle industry to 
compete with Texas. But scrubby pineland is not the best pasture and for decades Florida was 
pestered by a tick which other states rid themselves ofby compulsory cattle-dipping laws. The 
Florida cattle-men would not dip their cattle, and when the state tried to make them they 
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dynamited the vats. They were stubborn because they knew that the Florida tick is a special 
character that th1ives not only on cattle but on deer and on dogs and horses. You can imagine the 
feelings of the wealthy racetrack owners when the quarantine was extended to racehorses. 
However, there was no hope for a sizeable cattle industry until everybody submitted to dipping 
his cattle. Just before the war, they did submit, and today, if you drive through northern and 
central Florida you will see a sure sign of ambitious cattle-farming, forest fires blazing 
everywhere, the favorite way, and on that poor land the compulsory way, of burning the range to 
make for better pasture. 74 
You may have been trying to picture the people ofFlorida, and I must admit it' s quite a 
strain. For Florida is in the South but not of it. Most of the native Southerners are in the north of 
the state; the southern part is 90% northern, people who came in the last forty years to retire, to 
run a small orange farm, to sell real estate, to mock at their families up north. 
There are however, two industries that Florida is proud of. And to tell you something about 
them will give you a hint of the variety of Florida's people, of native Floridians who are not seen 
on beaches and never lunch at tables carrying a vase of camellias. 
They are the cigar industry, and the turpentine industry. The cigar industry, which is the 
pride of Tampa on the West Coast, is an ironic little essay in labor relations. Eighty years ago, 
some Cuban cigar makers came up to Florida, to Key West, to avoid the import duty on Cuban 
cigars and to try and free themselves from the pressure of a growing Cuban labor union. 
However, the cigar-makers promptly started their unions in Key West. So Mr. Thor, the leading 
manufacturer, decided it was time to move on and eventually he landed up in Tampa. 75 
Accordingly the cigar makers moved too, along with their unions. There were only a few 
hundred people in Tampa in 1880. Today there are 12,000 Cubans, 9,000 Spaniards, and 9,000 
74 that} this BBCc 
75 Vicente Martinez Ybor (1818-1896). 
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Italians, or if you like Latin-Americans, or call them just another kind ofFloridian. Every kind of 
pressure was brought to stop the growing unions and in the 1920's there was a militant parade of 
the Ku Klux Klan. But, said one cigar-worker, 'We just sat on our porches with our guns across 
our laps and watched the parade. It sure was a quiet parade.' The strike that brought on this 
visitation of the familiar hooded men lasted ten months, and the Florida cigar trade has never 
regained what it lost to competitors. In 1935, the older cigar-makers sent a petition to the Cuban 
government, asking to be taken back and pensioned off. Nothing came of it. The travel literature 
tells you glowingly of the color and charm of the Latin life of the cigar-makers. Perhaps they are 
thinking of a colored witch-doctor, just out of jail for practicing voodoo, who sneaks from shack 
to wretched shack in Tampa and sells charms to wear around the neck, guaranteed ' to ward off 
unemployment'. 
The turpentine industry is something else and got a great fillup from the war. The chipping 
of pine trees for the resinous gum, which is then distilled to get turpentine and rosin, is an 
American industry more than three hundred years old. Its wanderings are typical of the American 
appetite for raping the timber of one region and moving on, with a smack of the lips, to the next 
virgin territory. It started in New England, and when those forests were tapped dry, moved down 
to the Carolinas. Then they were used up, so they went south into Georgia, and when the Georgia 
trees were exhausted, down into Florida. 'A turpentine nigger' is in Florida a term of contempt, 
and an invitation to a mystery not one Floridian in a thousand has ever seen. 
In the swamp interior jungles, the turpentine negroes live in camps and are supervised by a 
rider, a foreman on horseback, who is employed by the turpentine corporation. They seldom if 
ever come out of the jungle. There they tap away, for a dollar a day. They produce children, 
often they are married, their women work with them. 76 America to them is a clearing for work, a 
76 They produce .. . them.] del Lis 
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fringe of dark pine, and the two-room cabin they breed and die in. Their life on this earth is 
entirely at the disposal of the rider- he is the law, the good or bad provider, the judge of all their 
ways. They call him the Captain. Their drabness, their repressed hopes, their sense of sin are 
thoroughly purged once a week at what they call a jook pru.iy, or a tonk, the little-known origin 
of the hanky-tonk and the juke box. A Saturday night jook is a simple uninhibited orgy of 
drinking, dancing, gambling, and singing. 77 If you could get into one of these jungles, you would 
hear all that is most melancholy and desperate in the only truly indigenous American music -
the blues.78 They cover every topic that these people have heard of, and all the work they or their 
kind have done.79 Blues about the pine tree that flowed gum till Judgment Day; about the 
lightning that struck the Captain down and freed them from the jungle; about John Henry, who in 
this version, ran away to the Gulf Coast and made a kingly fortune plucking sponges from the 
ocean bed with his naked hands. 
Wherever you go in inland Florida you will hear against the weird tropical sky the songs of 
negroes. And if you roam long and far enough you will begin to see Florida as she is, not a 
socialite in an evening gown and golden tan, but an old and brooding crone, around her neck, let's 
say, the bright diamond necklace of Miami Beach, but for the rest a woman part Indian, part 
Negro, part Spanish, mostly Southern mountaineer; whose memory goes back to the Spanish 
empire; who grows oranges and smells of turpentine, who practices voodoo, smokes cigars, and 
clutches a little furtively, a union card. From this Florida you will learn many superstitions that 
77 jook] Usually juke: "vt. cheat or deceive" MWJJ; "To dance at a juke-joint or the music of a juke-
box" OED; juke-joint] "a small inexpensive establishment for eating, drinking, or dancing" MWJJ ; "a 
roadhouse or brothel; spec. a cheap roadside establishment providing food and drinks, and music for 
dancing." OED; tonk] abbreviation of hanky-tonk: "A tawdry drinking-saloon, dance-hall, or gambling-
house; a cheap night-club." OED; Their drabness ... and singing] de/2 sentences Lis 
78 
.lfl And if BBCc 
79 Their kind: or "their own kind," a phrase AC will often use for black people and others, especially 
when suggesting a natural human preference to cluster or flock together. "A class of individuals or 
objects distinguished by attributes possessed in common; a genus or species; also, in vaguer sense: A sort, 
variety, or description." OED. See Letters 734 (8 September 1962), 805 (2 September 1964), 929 (18 
September 1966), 1072 (31 August 1969). 
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the people in the cities practise, respectable superstitions about when to expect a hurricane, when 
the ants come out, when a cat jumps on a high chair. You will hear negro songs that express all 
the wishful feeling against the untroubled whites: 
' God rode out of the ocean, 
Chained the lightnin' to his wheel; 
Stepped on land at West Palm Beach, 
And the wicked heatis did yield' 80 
Not very far from the resorts of the west coast, I heard some unkempt negroes singing in a 
field. They had been singing blues, blushingly, because it was a mixed group. Then they put their 
heads back and let loose with this, a song or a prayer, whichever way you care to take it, for a life 
of solitude that is certainly not theirs in the Florida of the nineteen forties: 'I want Jesus to walk 
around my bedside now' .81 Good Night. [ts, BBCc, Lis (26 December 1946), LfA] 
8° From this Florida .. . did yield'] del Lis 
81 Probably the same occasion described in Letters 3 (7 April 1946), 1797 (22 July 1983) and 2326 (11 
July 1997). BBCc ends with one-word holograph notation, possibly indicating the playing of a recording, 
as in Letter 3: (Song) 
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AMERICAN LETTER No. 53 
[Recorded 30 May 1947 for broadcast 12 June 1947] 
[The movement in the United States to stop ridiculous portrayals, on stage and film, of ethnic 
stock figures, including Negroes.] 
Good Evening. Towards the end of the war, there was a minor campaign started by a 
committee of American writers to discourage comedians, on the stage and screen, from making 
jokes about national and racial types. This appeal was made from the generous impulse of men 
who, not doing the fighting themselves, were aware and grateful that it was being done for them 
by Americans whose ancestors came from every land, by Jews and Irishmen from New York, by 
Swedes from Minnesota, by Italians from New Jersey, and Poles from Illinois, not least by 
Negroes from the South. 82 
It is a nice point to decide whether a society that makes such an appeal is in a healthier state 
than one to whom it would never occur. On the New York stage, and especially in the great days 
of vaudeville, there were many stock types of comedians. Two of the most popular were the 
Co hens and the Kellys, the stage Jew and the stage Irishman. Large audiences that had never 
heard of anti-Semitism laughed over the plight of a thoroughly domesticated New York Jew who 
still floundered over the ways of a city he was not born in. And the same audiences cheered the 
comic aggressions of aNew York Irishman who would have been a foreigner in Ireland but who 
cursed and wept over the day he ever left it. It's a pretty safe bet that a good half of those 
audiences were Jews and that there were many Irish. Well, I'm afraid that one of Hitler's 
triumphs which we have not yet outlived is that, in spite of ourselves, we accepted his emphasis 
82 Negroes: AC capitalizes the word in this letter for the first time, though not consistently until much 
later. 
43 
and his stigma on the badge ofrace.83 We isolated Jews as Jews, where once they had been, in 
this town, Jewish neighbors, and we became afraid of good jokes about them, because we doubt 
our own ability to laugh at a man and respect him at the same time. 
These crusading writers won one victory, however, but I'm afraid we can take very little 
pride in it. They asked the movies, especially, not to make a comic drooling idiot out of the 
American Negro. The movies complied, and the New York theatre bowed without a struggle, 
everywhere- it is worth noting, but in Harlem. It's significant, I think, that nowhere is the 
stupid, dopey negro made to seem so dopey as on the vaudeville stages of Harlem and nowhere 
does the audience enjoy it more unashamedly.84 But the whites knew they were being pointed at 
in a very vulnerable place, and our confusion and shame over the Negro's standing as a citizen 
has so long a history that nobody dared, or cared, to protest the right to laugh at him. It will be a 
happy day when he is so much our equal that he will not object to being ridiculed on the 
American stage. But that day is a long way off. Just how long you may gather when I tell you 
that last year a bright and sensitive New York writer, Margaret Halsey wrote a book called Color 
Blind, in which she made the discovery, in all the excitement, of a new sincerity, that a colored 
girl could be as intelligent, as responsible, as tender as her own best friends. 85 Superficially, this 
book was a brave blow struck for the recognition of the Negro as a human being of equal 
potentialities But on a long view, it is a dreadful thing to have to proclaim to a whole nation that 
83 Which of Hitler's ideas has been accepted seems unclear, unless AC means that the fact, and the 
suggestion, of anti-Semitism bas become more public as a result of the Holocaust. AC deplored "political 
correctness" in language long before the term was invented, and will make this lament repeatedly over the 
decades. See, for example Letter 502 (22 September 1957). 
84 dopey Negro: i.e., the stereotyped character; and nowhere ... unashamedly] del tr. For AC's 
later, less affectionate, attitude toward stereotypical Negro entertainers, see Letter 877 (19 September 
1965). 
85 Margaret Halsey (1911-1997), Color Blind: A White Woman Looks at the Negro (New York: Simon 
& Schuster, 1946). "In the book, Ms. Halsey wrote that a need for a cheap labor supply and a fear of 
blacks' sexuality were at the heart of racism. Margaret Mead called the book 'straightforward, courageous 
and delightful.' It was banned from schools in Georgia." Dinitia Smith, "Margaret Halsey, 86, a Writer 
Who Lampooned the English," New York Times, 7 February 1997. 
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one tenth of its people also have a soul. No wonder, that after the great promise ofthe Atlantic 
Charter, and the war for freedom, there should have been a ve1y marked rise in the United States 
in the number of Negro converts to the Catholic Church, which begins with that recognition as a 
matter of fact. 86 
This failure of respect, which I hope to show is a failure of hard-headedness as well as of 
idealism, has been almost brutally shown up again by the town of Greenville in South Carolina, 
where as you all know, a jury set free twenty-eight self confessed lynchers. 87 The Attorney 
General, Tom Clark, has said for publication that the acquittal of those men was an outrage and 
he is investigating ways of bringing them to a new Federal trial. 88 Just after the verdict was in, 
the attorney for the defense quietly told newspaper reporters that he thought the verdict 
represented "the will of the community." We cannot doubt it. If anybody thought he was 
speaking less than the literal truth, he had only to cock his ears for the waves of cheering from the 
crowd outside.89 
H9w can it be that when the admitted taking of a life with brutal preliminaries, should be in 
the United States today "the will" of any group that calls itself "a community"? The answer is 
not that the people of Greenville are callow and morbid. I have stayed in the town and would not 
have guessed at this result. To answer the question, to say why a collective fear is, in hundreds of 
American towns, still stronger than the combined force of personal decencies, we have to 
consider how the Negro got to be what he is, and to trace the long failure of a social and legal and 
86 AC was not noticeably religious, or a practicing churchgoer, in adult life. However, he admired the 
Roman Catholic Church for what he saw as its enlightened attitude toward the equality of races. 
87 Willie Earle was taken from jail by a mob and lynched 18 February 1947. Twenty-one of thirty-
one men arrested for the crime made self-incriminating statements and were brought to trial. Charges 
against three were dismissed. All the others were acquitted. 
88 General 1\ Tom] of the United States, tr; Thomas C. Clark (1899-1977), attorney general 1945-
1949, associate justice of the Supreme Court 1949-67. The men were not retried. 
89 outside 1\ . ] the courthouse tr 
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religious attitude to him that is common to the British and American colonizers in the Western 
hemisphere, and is not at all common to the Spanish and the Portuguese colonies. 
I am going back, this time, to the institution of slavery, because American discussions of 
what we call "the Negro problem" rarely start there. And because to talk sense about the future 
of American Negroes, it is essential to know that two sharply different ways they were settled in 
this hemisphere. We have tended for too long to think of the settlement of the New World as an 
Anglo-Saxon enterprise. And we also think of it as a white man's enterprise. It is neither. 
There have been, it has been said, three fates for the Negro in the New World. At one 
extreme are the British, Americans, Dutch, and Danish, who had no protecting laws for slaves, 
and no traditional church attitude toward them. At the other extreme are the Spanish and the 
Portugese, who had both. In the middle is France, with no slave laws but a lively religious 
concern. 
The Spanish and the Portuguese got their legal view of slavery from Rome, and their 
religious view from the Catholic Church. It's essential to stress both. In a law reaffirmed in 
Brazil in 1794, there is a quotation from Cicero: slavery, he says, is a misfortune and hateful, 
'but slavery affects only the body, the mind cannot be given into slavery' . St. Paul was at pains 
to say the same thing.90 But there is a fine difference between saying it on Sunday, and making 
laws on weekdays to protect the point. Whereas, the British in the West Indies and the 
Americans in the South brought over Negroes to do heavy labor, the Brazilians brought them to 
do that, but also to take responsible and skilled positions, to boss and organize the native Indians, 
to farm and also to manage farming, to supervise building, and to lead armies. We sometimes try 
to cheer ourselves with the thought that even if life Down South is hard on fat-back pork and a 
few acres plowed by a mangy mule, at least the Negroes have good teeth and sing better than the 
90 Paul 1\ was] you remember tr 
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whites. 91 But this was something God arranged, whereas the Latins, for centuries, shared the job 
with Providence. 
The legal code that govemed slavery in the Spanish and Portuguese colonies is today a 
puzzling and a shaming thing for an Anglo-Saxon to examine.92 One Latin principle of a colonial 
society founded on slavery was the presumption that a slave would work towards his freedom and 
that his freedom would painlessly absorb him into useful citizenship.93 In the British and 
American colonies, the presumption was that he was a chattel and that his freedom would be a 
threat to a free society. I have to mention a clumsy word here, not a word to use over the radio. 
It is the word 'manumission'. In English you could translate it heavily into 'formal, proclaimed 
liberation.' But the fact that the Latin word manumission is not a household word in English is a 
sorry proof that the practice it described was a daily concem only of the Latins. 
Every slave in Brazil had the right to be manumitted, or proclaimed a free man, and the state 
gave him endless incitements to freedom precisely because it felt, as the Church did, that there 
was nothing shameful in slave1y. If a slave married a free person, and the master failed to 
announce the slave's status, the slave became free. If he could eam his original price, he was 
free . He could free himselfby installments. If he found an eighteen carat diamond, he could 
compel the master to free him. It was thought honorable in Brazil for a white man to be godfather 
to a slave's child in order to free the child, and that family, forever from slavery. Slaves were 
freed on the birth of a master's son. There were the most rigid rules against his abuse. A master 
who deliberately killed his slave paid the penalty of homicide. If a slave died accidentally after 
punishment, the master was exiled for five years.94 
91 It is unclear why AC supposed that poor black people had good teeth. 
92 for an Anglo-Saxon] del tr 
93 One Latin] The whole tr 
94 Only about 5 percent of the total number of African slaves imported to the Western Hemisphere 
went to the British colonies. The rest went to Caribbean sugar plantations and Brazilian mines, where the 
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But move now to the United States or the British West Indies. In Maryland, a free Negro 
who married a white became a slave for life. In Florida, a Negro with a debt as low as ten cents 
could be punished with life slavery. In Jamaica, the willful murder of a slave was reduced to a 
misdemeanor. In Tennessee, it could not be defined as murder to any person 'killing a slave in 
the act of resistance' . 95 In the British West Indies and the United States, a slave could not earn 
the price of his redemption and he could not buy his freedom by accumulating property. A Negro 
who couldn't prove his freedom was presumed to be a runaway slave and could be sold at public 
auction. The British and American practice was to proclaim that all freed slaves should get out of 
the state in ninety days. 
You can summarize the difference by saying that in the Latin-American legal code, there 
were a hundred devices to narrow the gap between the useful and unfortunate state of slavery and 
the useful and happy state of freedom. Whereas in the legal practices that the British and 
Americans built up slowly, and haphazardly, there were ways to freedom, but a freed slave was a 
nuisance and a threat. 
Why should the Latins look on a slave as a potential good citizen, and the Anglo-Saxons fear 
him the moment he ceased to be a chattel? I think the answer is that when the colonizing started, 
the Negro was, to the Spanish and Portuguese, not so much a Negro as just another kind of slave 
(most slaves in Rome, remember, were whites). The Brazilian Negro slave frightened nobody 
because he was absorbed naturally into a system that had elaborate and humane laws to protect 
him as a person.96 But to the English planters, to the merchants and shippers of Liverpool and 
death toll was horrific, requiring constant replenishment of the workforce. "Harsh conditions on 
plantations in the Caribbean and Latin American colonies prevented Africans from becoming a self-
reproducing population unto the nineteenth century. Physical brutality for minor and major infractions was 
also common. Although the government specified offenses and penalties, planters could easily sidestep 
regulations and punish captives well beyond the letter of the law." Joe William Trotter, Jr. The African-
American Experience (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2001), 46. Brazil abolished slavery in 1888. 
95 
resistance' A . ] ; you know what that means tr. I.e., to kill a slave resisting rape was legal? 
96 (most slaves in Rome, remember, were whites). The Brazilian Negro slave] who tr 
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Bridgeport, he was a freak. Frank Tannenbaum has put his finger on it. 'The fact', he says, 'that 
the slave was a Negro merely added to the confusion, it did not create it. ' 97 He was clearly not 
free, yet English law had never heard of a slave. The English simply didn't know what to do with 
him. At first, they roped him in with indentured servants but that system broke down. He was to 
them a new kind of work-horse, and obviously you couldn't make a contract with a mule. So the 
planters decided, as we should have done, that he was a chattel, of a special kind. Black, and 
foreign, who fitted no law. Three hundred years ago, then, it was we who insisted on what was 
different in him; it was we who made for him an unsplendid isolation. As a being who was big 
and powerful and oddly black, he was unfamiliar and potent, and therefore to be feared. 
Wherever in our colonies he multiplied, our fear signaled panic, and panic dictated the laws.98 
And today the doctrine of White Supremacy is a practical obsession, not wholly cant, for the 
white populations who live in States where the Negroes are almost as many as the whites. 99 It is 
no cranky accident that Bilbo comes from Mississippi, where the Negro population of the state 
stand at a perilous 49% of the whole. 
The Latin system shed slavery without an incident of bloodshed or revolt. 100 But we 
crystallized a fear into a system that denied the possibility of growth. And so growth erupted 
though the hard, polished surface of Southern society as -revolution. Good Night. 
[ts, tr, Lis (26 June 1947)] 
97 Frank Tannenbaum (1893-1969), American historian of Latin America. Much of AC's argument 
about North and South American slavery is apparently drawn from Tannenbaum's Slave and Citizen: The 
Negro in the Americas (Boston: Beacon Press, 1992), first published 194 7. 
98 our fear .. . the laws] the laws went out and the fear signaled panic tr 
99 I.e., racial doctrine is partly, but not entirely, empty rhetoric; it represents a real fear. Perilous 
49%: AC would argue for years that great numbers of black people, as a proportion of the total population, 
were a root of white fear of integration. 
100 1\ The Latin] Next time I shall try to show you how [the Latin] tr. without revolt: that is, if one 
excludes the Haitian slave revolt of 1804, but then AC has suggested already that French Catholics were 
different. 
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AMERICAN LETTER No. 54 
[Recorded 9 June 1947 for broadcast 26 June 1947] 
[More on racial attitudes, Nmih and South, and praise for the southern liberal.] 
Good Evening. I am going to talk again about the Negro in this country but this time about 
his present and his prospects for a decent future. I tried last time to point up how astonishingly 
different was the Spanish and Portuguese colonists' view of the Negro from that held by the 
Anglo-Saxon colonists in this hemisphere. 101 In Latin-America, the Negro was part of a slave 
system, which protected him in law and religion, a system that went back to Rome. In our 
colonies, we inherited no legal tradition of slavery and where the law was baffled by the Negro, 
the Church of England was embarrassed by him and looked the other way. Our history with the 
black man in this country, then, is a history of fear, fear of a man who, if he isn't a slave, is a 
menace. 
Only a few miles south of the Mason and Dixon line, which marks the Southern United States 
from the N orthem, there is a wooden board, stuck up at the comer of a dirt road. It says, 'Nigger, 
don't let the sun set on you here.' It is the white man's acknowledgement of his fear of what a 
dark man in the dark might make him do. 102 
101 Anglo-Saxon colonists in this hemisphere] Anglo-Saxons tr 
102 For AC's detailed account of how and where he saw this sign, see Letter 366 (27 May 1954). He 
refers to it repeatedly over the years, with evolving conclusions and perspectives: Letters 503 (27 
September 1957), 957 (16 April16 1967), 2627 (18 June 1999). Make him do: this seems to mean that 
whites are afraid that they will be provoked by blacks, especially at night, to behave in ways that they -
the whites - are powerless to resist. 
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In time we abolished slavery. 103 Peacefully in Brazil, in this country in a bloody Civil War. 
The Brazilians, though were lucky. They had less guilt to expiate. 104 Our Emancipation 
Proclamation legally freed the Negro, but it did not free the white man from his own shame and 
his definition of aN egro remained that of a dangerous and inferior black man. 
The fear of him especially persisted in those states where prolific Negroes might well 
outnumber the whites. And thirty years after slavery was abolished, the Negro was denied the 
vote he had won. 
In talking about the Negro today, let me start with the problem as it is advertised to the world. 
You know about Mr. Bilbo and his fervent belief that a Negro is half-ape. Bilbo's faithful legions 
are, for good reason, the poor whites of the South. They- wretched tenant farmers every bit as 
badly off as the Negroes- are so low in the human and economic scale that they have nothing 
left to look down on- but the Negro. You can't, they say, take that away from us. And in case 
anybody thinks this is a peculiarly Southern state of mind, let me say that in the American 
experience it is a constant, an absolutely dependable reflex of white poverty anywhere. We 
learned that over again in the last war. The worst race 1iot was in Detroit, a northern industrial 
city, whose slums are as rank as they always seem to be in prosperous industrial cities. 105 Said a 
sniveling, shabby man in Detroit to me after the 1943 riot: 'I ain't got much to be proud of, but 
we ain't ever had any niggers in our block. When they moved in, we just blew up.' 106 
103 time, 1\ we] , in a later climate of political opinion, tr 
104 In time ... expiate. ] del 4 sentences Lis 
105 Race riot: "a riot that results from racial tension or hostility. 1880 Davenport (Iowa) Morning 
Tribune (Electronic text) 10 Sept., 'Saturday night a race riot broke out in the lower part of 
Newcastle ... between gangs of Irishmen, Poles, and Slavacks. "'OED. In 201h century U.S . usage, race riot 
has almost always applied to conflicts involving blacks and whites, such as that in Detroit. But see Letter 
816 (26 April1964), in which AC applies it to public violence among blacks, when riots within northern 
black neighborhoods begin to break out. 
106 Detroit riot: 20-21 June 1943, in which nine whites and twenty-five blacks were killed (seventeen 
by police) in tensions provoked in part by a severe lack of housing for African-Americans attracted to the 
city by the opportunity of jobs in defense plants. Six-thousand federal troops were sent to quell the 
violence. 
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So it is the poor whites who are the most uncompromising, and canting addicts of the doctrine 
of White Supremacy. 107 We can learn something from those poor whites. Being so intimately 
menaced, they tend to ask intimate, realistic questions.108 And one real place to start with the 
whole discussion of the Negro is their question, echoed in self-defense through the middle and 
upper classes of the South: 'Would you like your daughter to marry a Negro?' 109 Northern 
Liberals usually disdain to answer this question but it is nevertheless a good one. 110 It comes 
from people who at least face the eventual, however distant, solution which is one half of the 
alternative Hitler proclaimed: annihilate or absorb. If the experience of this hemisphere is 
anything to go on, that is a drastic, long-term alternative. Some Latin-American nations partly 
107 
and canting] canting, and passionate tr. For this class theory of southern white racism, see 
Introduction. 
108 questions, A real] , and though it is a question that liberals mock at, one tr. For the suggestion 
that anti-black rioting by whites was understandable, if deplorable, cf. AC's outraged reaction in Letter 
873 (22 August 1965, and "Topic A- 1965, Watts," Appendix B) to rioting in the black neighborhood 
of Watts in Los Angeles, in which he prescribed for the black community "a full-time birth control 
programme." 
109 AC poses this rhetorical question for the first time, alluding to- although not quite explicitly-
the fear of some whites that their descendents will become as degraded and oppressed as black people. The 
question had been posed in the United Kingdom as in the United States, after nonwhite immigration began 
in 1948 with the arrival of 492 Jamaican immigrants on the ship Empire Windrush. Besides AC's 
repeated use of it (see Letters 209 [16 March 1951], 366 [27 May 1954], 846 [22 November 1964]), a 
British newspaper review of the 1961 film Flame in the Streets, about 1958 London race rioting, carried 
the headline, "Would You Let Your Daughter Marry a Negro?" Wendy Webster, Englishness and Empire 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 167. A British diplomat in the United States reported home on 
"the natural revulsion to miscegenation": "As one authority on race relations said recently, in the end the 
problem comes to this: 'Would you like your daughter to marry a Negro?'" Mr. Greenhill to Foreign 
Office, 19 November 1962, Mike Sewell, "British Responses to Martin Luther King and the Civil Rights 
Movement, 1954-1968," in Brian Ward and Tony Badger, The Making of Martin Luther King and the 
Civil Rights Movement (New York: New York University Press, 1996), 200. That the question was 
always posed about a daughter, never a son, evokes the fear of black male sexuality discussed by Sonya 
Rose (Which People 's War? National Identity and Citizenship in Britain, 1939-1945 [Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2003], 76), and its allied premise that young white women must be protected from their 
natural overpowering attraction to sexually potent black males. Also, of course, a son, unlike a daughter, 
could gratify his sexual appetite for black women without marriage, and in the event of pregnancy, without 
shame, since he would never be pressed by society to "take responsibility" for his progeny. 
110 Northern liberals: disparagement of northern and English liberals is a repeated theme throughout 
Letter from America. See for example Letters 74 (14 April948), 366 (27 May 1954), 400 (7 Aprill955), 
568 (2 February 1959), and 716 (I May 1962). 
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absorbed Negroes. 111 And that certainly does mean inter-marriage. In time, color shifts from a 
taint to a tint, and in the end need arouse nobody. 11 2 
Now, in case anybody is getting quite the wrong ideas, let me say that in American society 
today there is no possibility of either solution. To that old, undying question, sensible people 
answer- 'That's my daughter's affair; but unless she's a pretty sick person she's not in the least 
likely to make that choice, not in our society.' One of the crucial facts that Mr. Bilbo ignores is 
that the Negroes feel the same way. 113 
What we have to avoid then is the alternative that Hitler said is the only one: -persecution 
or annihilation. And those most concerned for the Negro recognize that in an American Fascism 
the urban Negro would be the scapegoat,- his persecution would be the easy, violent way out of 
a housing shortage. 
So to begin with, the cure of the Negro's lot does not start with him. It starts with doing 
something about the white who is as badly off, or only one frail rung above him, in the economic 
scale. 
Some intelligent Southerners say that it is a grave mistake to talk about the Negro problem, 
that there is no problem peculiar to Negroes or to the South. They say, I think rightly, that it is 
only the worst example of a problem that afflicts Mexican-Americans (not Mexicans) who live 
around the Southern Pacific railroad stops all the way from Texas to California; that afflicts Poles 
in New England; Greeks in Nevada, Japanese-Americans in California. It is an American 
problem of the immigrant minority. You might go further and say even that the Negro enjoys one 
dubious sort of privilege: a lynching in South Carolina is reported round the world. But when a 
111 Some ... absorbed Negroes. And] The Latin Americans absorbed them, and tr 
112 That is, by means of intermarriage, black people as an identifiable group would disappear, except 
for some degree of darkening of the whites. 
113 For the suggestion that black people prefer segregation as much as whites, see also Letter 400 (7 
April 1955). 
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man in Nevada shoots a Greek, I doubt the news ever gets outside of the Ely and Las Vegas 
newspapers. 114 
However, there are 13,000,000 Negroes and Americans go on talking about "the Negro 
problem". The mere insistence on isolating a problem repeats the first error of our kind on this 
continent: we insisted on isolating him, on pointing out the color of his skin. In doing this, we 
elaborate a whole folk-lore of his faults. And there are many Americans who talk about the 
Negro's irresponsibility as if it were the some sort of mystical defect. It would be wishful to say 
Negroes are, on the whole, not irresponsible. 115 But if they have been denied the civil rights to 
question or sue a white man, is it any wonder they are skilled in all the sorts of small retaliations, 
like quietly hauling off the plump remains of a roast chicken, or not turning up the very day the 
laundry is piled high? If we have pointed so long to his color as a stigma, is it not the most 
natural thing that he should turn that color often into protective coloration? 
The essential fact to admit, as a piece of evidence good government must face, is that for 
three hundred years, we have failed to prepare the Negro socially and legally, which means 
politically, for complete equality. In the South, often, there have been men, and local groups, 
who wrapped him round in a fierce and genuine noblesse oblige. But mostly he has paid the price 
in misery of soul and body. ('The south,' remarked Heywood Broun, 'imposes rather more 
lynchings, legal and otherwise; New York and Chicago take it out in tuberculosis'). 116 And we 
have paid in guilt, for dragging up generations of Americans and expecting no responsibility from 
them other than the dependability of their labour. 117 They have reacted accordingly, and by this 
114 This cavlier dismissal of the special oppression of black people in the South, as against poor whites 
there and elsewhere, with its characterization of lynching as a kind of "privilege," is the strongest statement 
of its kind in Letter from America. AC will maintain for years, however, that poor whites have it just as 
bad as blacks, even though they are not denied civil rights. 
115 
wishfu!J hectoring tr 
116 Heywood Broun (1888-1939), American journalist, co-founder of the union, the American 
Newspaper Guild. For a later use of this quotation, see Letter 957 (16 September 1967). 
117 
we 11 have] , the whites, tr 
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time only a sentimentalist would say that a sudden gesture of complete equality would let in 
Utopia. 118 It would more likely let in an orgy of retaliation, sloth, and irresponsibility which 
would painfully make us stmt again with new and better disciplines, to train them for self-
government. It would be a slow, patient duty. But it is the tlue alternative to the other real one-
absorption. The remedy, I believe, is that which a forgotten great man, Lord Lugard, conceived 
fifty years ago in proclaiming the obligation of all ruling peoples to recognize a double 
responsibility, a dual mandate: the mandate to rule well, and the mandate to help towards self-
rule.ll9 
The Americans, it is fair to say, dislike slow reforms. They often shrewdly suspect it in 
others as a trick to reserve to oneself the most comfortable things in a bad status quo. But the 
American Liberal too often wants quick, dramatic solutions. This is, of course, the easiest way to 
shed an unbearable burden of guilt. Therefore it is the Northern Liberals who are the most vocal, 
the most impatient, the most unrealistic - in a word, the most self-righteous - in their concern 
for the Southern Negro. 120 They are paper crusaders with no close political and social contact 
with the Negro, but with a deep sentimental urge to make up to him for long neglect. The 
neglect, it should be said, is theirs as much as anybody's. But there are other Liberals who work 
away all the time at the best solutions. They are Southern Liberals, organised and unorganised. 121 
They cannot share the luxury of their New York brothers to sound virtuous in an ivory tower. 
They live all their lives with this problem. Mere quixoticism would backfire not only on their 
11 8 The implication is that the irresponsibility of black people has been caused by white coddling. 
119 Frederick John Dealy Lugard (1958-1945), high commissioner ofNigeria 1900-06, governor 
general1912-1919. He advocated eventual self-rule for British colonies. In The Dual Mandate in British 
Tropical Africa (1926), he wrote, "In character and temperament, the typical African of this race-type is a 
happy, thriftless, excitable person. Lacking in self-control, discipline, and foresight . . .. His thoughts are 
concentrated on the events and feelings of the moment, and he suffers little from the apprehension for the 
future, or grief for the past. His mind is far nearer to the animal world than that of the European or Asiatic, 
and exhibits something of the animals' placidity and want of desire to rise beyond the State he has 
reached." (London: Frank Cass & Co., 1965) 70. 
120
- in their concern for the Southern Negro.] about the South. tr 
121 
, organized and unorganized] del tr 
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cocksureness but on their physical safety.122 And it is because of them that the Negro, who has 
known his worst fate in the South, has also known his best. 
In the Carolinas and in the much-maligned Georgia, local communities organized round the 
County agents have worked tenaciously to give Negroes the responsibility of ownership. 123 Today 
in those three states, 25% of all Negroes own their own land, while many whites have slipped 
back into tenantry. It is the same in Tennessee. The number ofNegro landowners in Northern 
Florida is going up from 10% to 18. In the cities, these groups have worked to dismantle slums 
and expand the suburban living area of Negroes. These Southerners begin- in tough work on 
local councils and election boards- where we all begin on paper: The Negro must have equal 
voting rights, equal civil liberties. 124 And you might note it was a group of Southerners who first 
casted through ways and means to start a Federal trial for the lynchers of Greenville. It is 
Southerners who have lobbied in Congress, and worked together in seven states to resist absentee 
landlordism, of farms and factories, which excuses Northern and Southern owners and 
corporations from responsibility to their labour, black or white. At the University of North 
Carolina, there is a great and active department devoted wholly to the study of the Negro in the 
United States. 125 And it is men such as Howard Odum, and the former Governor Ellis Arnall of 
Georgia, who repeat and repeat before state legislatures the fundamental advice to widen the 
economic opportunity, and the range of jobs, the Negro can do. For where his economic 
opportunity is most limited, there is repression and hate at its worst. 126 Chicago and Detroit in 
this matter compare very unfavorably with most cities of the South. 
122 Mere ... safety] del sentence tr 
123 Georgia, 1\ local] the government- the federal government- and tr 
124 Negro 1\ must] of course tr 
125 It was a department for whites to study blacks. There were no black students at the University of 
North Carolina. 
126 Howard W. Odum (1 884-1954), North Carolina sociologist and historian ofblack culture. 
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In two talks I have been able only to sketch the structure of our fear of the colored man and 
note some of the disabilities it has forced on the Negro and tedious dedication it demands of the 
Americans who govern, in towns, in counties, in States, in Washington.127 
If there is a moral, it is that idealism alone is not enough. The Latins had slavery, and frankly 
admitted they had it, and made it into a system with honorable laws and rewards. We never 
admitted what we were really doing. And the result has been that now we can only sigh, like the 
wind in the African slave ships, when we read the great Brazilian historian, Gilberta Freyre, and 
his enviable remark: "In the United States, they often hasten to say to you, 'We have some fine 
Negro lawyers, and Negro doctors, and Negro educators' . In Brazil, we have said for two 
hundred years, 'We have some fine lawyers and doctors and educators. "'128 Good Night. 
[ts, tr, Lis (3 July 1947)] 
127 demands of ... Washington] forces on us. tr 
128 Gilberto Freyre (1900-1987), Brazilian sociologist. His best-known work, Casagrande e senzala 
(The Masters and the Slaves), 1933, was later strongly criticized for its idealization of the Brazilian slavery 
model, as was his sunny view of contemporary race relations in Brazil. 
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AMERICAN LETTER No. 74 
[Recorded 5 April1948 for broadcast 14 April1948] 
[Cooke criticizes President Tmman's 1948 message to Congress, which called for 
implementation of the recommendations in the December 1947 report of the President's 
Committee on Civil Rights , "To Secure These Rights."] 
Good Evening. I have just taken a trip along the Atlantic seaboard, driving up from 
northern Florida through coastal Georgia and the Carolinas, through Virginia and Delaware and 
so back to New York City. Since this is the first thing that would occur to me to write about in a 
private letter, it seems ideal to talk about in American Letter. It was done to find out something 
about the effect on the South of the President's Civil Rights programme but I won't burden you 
with the great complexity of the political issue. For those who may have a passing interest in 
the business, I will just say this. To consider the rights of negroes when you are looking down 
from the North is a very different thing from living with the problem in states where, in many 
counties, the Negro outnumbers the white man ten to one. The main conclusion is not difficult at 
all, though it breaks the hearts of the many progressive Southerners who have given their 
lifetime's energies to giving the negro equal political and social rights in their own state. 129 What 
we have not heard about up North, and what is unknown to liberal English weeklies, who often 
parrot the self-righteous idealism ofliberal weeklies written and printed in New York, is that in 
the past twenty years there has been a social revolution in the South, initiated by Southerners. 130 I 
saw many surprising novelties in the South, which would have been impossible even ten years 
129 to giving ... own state.] to the Negro, where the liberals in the North have been giving a great deal 
of talk. tr 
130 English weeklies: possibly the New Statesman and the Nation; southerner 1\ . ] -by Southern 
whites. tr 
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ago,- Negro policemen, white citizens organisations putting up negroes for public office, many 
fine housing projects done by cities and councils in a sincere campaign to replace negro slums. 131 
The effect of the President's message on civil rights was disastrous to this quiet and, yes, slow, 
but continuing revolution. The big body of dyed in the wool southern conservatives and the mass 
of illiterate whites in the Appalachian mountains and in the Georgia swamps (who are every bit as 
poor and wretched as their colored brothers) rose together in an orderly but alert sort of panic. It 
made them suspect anew any gain at all in the negro's status as an equal citizen. The result has 
been that the progressive citizens unions, the work of the Southern Regional Council (a southern 
organization made up of distinguished whites and negroes) has had to go almost underground.132 
Negro candidates for office have had to be withdrawn, at the anxious request of negroes 
themselves, for fear of the cruder form of retaliation that might be vented on negro 
communities. 133 
Well, that's all I want to say about politics. This is springtime and Virginia this week 
was bursting with yellow forsythias and white dogwood and the lovely magenta flower of the 
Judith tree. 134 Somehow, the raging innocence of the land and the flowers , in a world where 
every nation suspects every other, is something to make you cry. 
131 ten] fifteen tr 
132 
citizens unions ] citizens - no connection to Mr. Henry Wall ace - the progressive Southerners -
have had to stop their work- tr. Southern Regional Council: A biracial think tank, founded in 1919 to 
move toward equal rights for black Americans. In the nineteen-sixties it worked to register black voters. 
133 
communities. 1\ ] One great southern liberal, who has sweated for the Negro while the New York 
liberals talked and then went about their pleasure, confessed to me that just as white opinion was being 
eased and liberalized into the acceptance of many things that would have made their grandfathers jump out 
of their skin, the president sent his message to Congress. "We have had," this man said, "We have had to 
stop almost everything we're doing. We must wait. We may be set back many years. The feeling against 
President Truman is so inflamed that it's useless for me to explairt to my neighbor that I think President 
Truman is doing the right thing in the wrong way. For the first time in my life, I find myself on the same 
side as our worst reactionaries, though I despise their reasons." ts 1'1 reading. For AC' s view that tryirtg 
to reform southern race practices, from outside the South, would only make them worse, see Introduction. 
134 Judith tree: Judas tree, common name for Cercis siliquastrum, a small flowering tree. 
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I suppose the name Florida has an inviting sound to you, coming out of the long winter, 
but this is just the time when the people who can afford a winter vacation down there are racing 
away from it before the heat sets in. The special Florida resort trains have been taken off the New 
York- Miami run. I did not get into southern Florida which was 350 miles away. However, 
Miami is no more Florida than New York City is America, or for that matter is New York state. 
And I'd like to tell you about a couple of places where you could have had a fine time.135 
One of them, in a happier world, would be dedicated to all the word's children. And I 
hope that when they really get this rocket plane thing settled- I mean when you can fly from 
Fulham to Florida in twenty minutes at two and sixpence a head- there' ll be daily trips from all 
over Europe. 136 The place is a few miles, about thilty miles, south of St. Augustine, right by the 
sea. It calls itselfMarineland. It also calls itself an oceanarium, the only one in the world. 
Scholars and grammarians may say thank goodness, but it's the kind of thing all children come 
into the world in the innocent expectation of seeing, until their elders and betters say, 'Don' t be 
ridiculous, you can't expect anybody to build an aquarium of sharks and porpoises, and ocean 
fish!' Well, that's just what they've done. You come to a long white stucco building, very 
pleasantly architected, built between the highway and the curling green sea. It looks like the 
transplanted deck of an ocean liner. You go through the cactus garden they've planted around it 
up onto the top deck. There you have your choice of looking over the edge of two huge 
swimming pools, one rectangular, the other circular. Here you see giant sting rays gliding just 
below the surface dragging their long stringy tails behind them. You notice the dark forms of 
sharks going at a great rate further down. At minute intervals, the glistening gray backs of 
porpoises curve out of the water, the little hole at the back of their necks opens up, inhales like a 
135 And I'd like: The Listener version begins with "I'd like," ending with "the diver who goes down 
to clean the tank," omitting earlier and later racial and political content. 
136 Fulham is a London suburb. 
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sucking mouth, and then they go down again. This is a useful trick of the porpoise, in fact it's 
essential, for porpoises are not fish but mammals and breathe even as you and I. One of the 
announcers, who does a quick lecture on the whole show, gave out the thoughtful information 
that a porpoise can keep its wind for about three minutes. If it then forgets to come up to the 
surface to breathe, it drowns. When I was there, I'm glad to report, none of them forgot. 
Trans-Atlantic tourists, and sailors, will wonder up to now what's so wonderful about 
seeing porpoises break the surface water. Well, you'll remember, I said this is what you see from 
the top deck. You see much more, because the water is a translucent green. But then you go 
down some curving stairways to the middle deck, which is underground and in darkness. Here 
through a hundred port-holes you have the unique experience of watching what the ocean looks 
like from below. Another flight of stairs and you are at the bottom, and through another 
hundred pmt-holes, you watch from the distance of an inch or two the habits of all the great game 
fish and the exquisite coloring of flashing tropical fish, and the life of coral reef. Sharks shake 
off parasites, porpoises now are seen not to move up and down like a scenic railway, but in 
gliding spirals, as they rub themselves playfully against the sharks and say, 'Pardon me, but I 
need some air.' Around an artificial shipwreck, hundreds of small fish build their homes and stay 
protected from the expert lunging of the rays and sharks and the octopuses. 
Through all this trundle several three-hundred pound giant turtles, doing a solemn and 
correct breast stroke, like aldermen presiding at a picnic. 
One thing may have occurred to you already that in these back-biting days may have 
struck you as queer. It's the fact that the marine life is not segregated as it is in aquariums. 
That's why they call it an oceanarium. Whatever the supposed habits of the ocean fish, they are 
put together exactly as they would be in the sea. But how about those legendary natural enemies? 
Sharks and porpoises surely would destroy each other. Well, they say no. To add a little weight 
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to what they say, I'd better explain that they (the people who run this thing) are not a commercial 
enterprise but ocean biologists. The place was in fact built as a Marine Biological Lab, which 
runs its own fleet of ships. What I think is a typical American sort of thought, the scientists say 
why not let the public come and have fun with our researches. These marine biologists tried at 
first all sorts of groupings of species until they found that most ocean fish can live together. Only 
the tiger shark had to be kept out of the way. There was a nasty slip-up one day, when a black 
grouper or jewfish swallowed a shark. This seemed to trouble nobody but the curator and they 
find that in time sharks and porpoises get to play together very well, rubbing against each other 
with bubbles of delight. The only chronic disturbance at Marineland is the fondness of the 
porpoises for stealing the duster of the diver who goes down to clean the tank. The whole place 
affords a shining example to the United Nations in that all the species go on living out their own 
complicated habits in complete peace with their equally complicated and different neighbors. If 
this is Nature red in tooth and claw, or snout and finny, I prefer it to the human spectacle at Lake 
Success.137 What a glimpse of Utopia it would offer if every time Mr. Gromyko rubbed up against 
Sir Alexander Cadogan we recognized it was an acquired form of play. Maybe when our race is 
as old as these fish we'll get around to these civilized habits. 138 
I went back for the night to stay at St. Augustine, up the coast and saw evidence of its 
history which I pass on to you as vaguely cheerful consolation for the national rivalries that so 
depress us. St. Augustine is the oldest white settlement in the United States. In 1513, Ponce de 
Leon landed there and went off looking for the fabled Fountain of Youth. Which, in a sense is just 
what the tired businessmen and theatre folk do to this day in the winter. However, in the mid 
137 
"Tho' Nature, red in tooth and claw I With ravine, shriek'd against his creed" Alfred Tennyson, In 
Memoriam. Lake Success: a town on Long Island, New York, which served as temporary home of the 
United Nations 1946-1950. 
138 Andrei Gromyko (1909-1989), Soviet delegate to the United Nations 1946-48, foreign minister 
1957-85; Alexander Cadogan (1887-1968), British undersecretary for foreign affairs 1938-46. 
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sixteenth century, one Don Pedro Menedez sailed from Spain to rid Florida of the French. He 
captured the fort of St. Augustine and executed all the male occupants. Then he went after the 
survivors of the French fleet and executed them. Seven years later, he went back to Spain. The 
French up north heard he'd gone and by way ofreprisal dashed down to St. Augustine and 
slaughtered the entire Spanish garrison on the St. John's River. When Menendez came back, he 
felt justified in taking new reprisal for the French reprisal. Then Sir Francis Drake complicated 
this series of revenges. He surpassed the French in slaughtering and plundering, in the queen's 
name, the towns he visited. And when he got home, he was knighted for the booty he brought 
back. Then the Spanish began to take reprisals against the English who kept darting down to 
Florida to make a haul of slaves. The long account of this in the goverrnnent' s official Flmida 
guide ends with a couple of sentences that should produce a little philosophical calm in people · 
who think that while our motives are lily white, the other fellow has never been so black-hearted 
as he is in the current conflict. 139 Says the learned guidebook: 'The action of Menendez in killing 
the survivors ofthe French fleet was the subject of much criticism by the Protestant nations.' 
And-, after Sir Francis Drake returned in 1580 bringing booty wm1h 11,500,000 pounds, 
'England's course from then on was officially to deny hostility toward Spain but to press English 
colonisation in America in the face of Spanish claims.' Good Night. 
[ts, ts2, tr, Lis (22 April 1948)] 
139 lily white, black-hearted: For AC's use of these colors as moral values, see Letter 203 (26 January 
1951). 
63 
AMERICAN LETTER No. 103 
[Recorded 3 December 1948 for broadcast 12 December 1948] 
[A search for the romantic Indian world ofD.H. Lawrence in the Southwest leads Cooke 
to the point that generalizations about America, including those about its race problems, are soon 
outdated.] 
Good Morning. I have been reading the part of the late James Agate ' s Ego which has to do 
with his one and only visit to America. 140 I know that Mr. Agate was the kind of man so much in 
love with his own tastes in life that no two people will ever agree about him. But he was not a 
pallid man nor was he a hypocrite. What he liked he gloated over, and thus provokes rounds of 
applause in some readers and nausea in others. His section on America notes at one point that 
while sitting through an American stage farce, he thought it was wonderful but evidently not in 
the same way and the same places as the Americans and he makes the honest comment: 'I feel I 
don't know these people any better than I know the Chinese. I felt painfully English throughout 
the entire farce.' I need hardly say that James Agate was the last man to be pained about being 
English, but here he hits off in a line the pathos which descends at some time on every traveller in 
a foreign country: the sudden recognition that it is you, not they, who are foreign. 
When I had finished Mr. Agate's American diary, I could only agree with him- for my 
money he might have been writing about Abyssinia. But he had been honest for a moment about 
his bewilderment, and that is better, and more useful even to later travellers, than the stubborn 
habit of visiting intellectuals who simply have to get down and find out 'the truth' about a 
country, and bottle it, and put it away with a label, 'essence of America' or New York, or 
140 James Agate (1877-1947), essayist, critic, and diarist. Ego was published in nine volumes, 1932-
47. Also The Later Ego: Consisting of Ego 8 and Ego 9 (New York: Crown publishing, 1951). 
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'American writing' or whatever. We have been having since the war ended a spate or rush of 
intellectuals, French and English especially. I have read most, I think, of their subsequent books 
and articles and can only say that any intending traveller, any simple man who fears America will 
baffle and bewilder him has nothing to wony about. Nobody can be more comically stupid, so 
theoretical and solemn and downright cockeyed as a highbrow author professionally coming to 
grips with what he takes to be the essence of a foreign country. I will give you one awful, classic 
example of this to introduce my text for today, which might be roughly summed up as, 'America 
is untidy and unpredictable and therefore resists big generalisations. ' 
About fifteen years ago, I went to see my first Indian, what I then called a Red Indian. Like 
all comparatively newly arrived visitors I knew, of course, exactly where you looked for an 
Indian. Skyscrapers were in New York, waterfalls were at Niagara (nobody had ever mentioned 
there were a half-dozen as lofty in a single view over the Yosemite Valley, which I then knew as 
Yosemite) -fine buildings were in Washington, the countryside was called New England, and 
Indians were at Santa Fe. 141 
I knew that Indians were at Santa Fe, because I had read D.H. Lawrence, who wrote powerful 
books about the Indian view of life, and he had gone to live in Santa Fe, because he found there 
the particular escape from the world he detested, the world of his own white skin. And he gave 
himself up to the Indian world, which- as I understood it- was a primitive, elemental sort of 
life in which men acted on impulses that came from the pit of their stomachs. As a young man 
who had been bowled over by Lawrence's writing, it was all very brooding and vital, far removed 
from the world I had known - and, being young, therefore belittled - of city streets, and 
seashores, and college libraries, theatres, and people in summer frocks and business suits. I took 
the Santa Fe Railroad from Los Angeles and discovered, as everybody does, that it doesn't stop at 
141 knew as Yosemite] Yohsmyte tr 
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Santa Fe. There is in fact no station there. The Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe railroad in fact 
doesn't touch any of those places, which is almost an English kind of perversity. 142 I got out at 
Albuquerque and took a bus, sixty odd miles n01ih to Santa Fe, accompanied by two nuns and a 
Yale undergraduate who complained all the way that it was time the British built some modem 
railway stations. The landscape was everything Lawrence had said it was. The evening was 
coming on and a weird, streaky sky cast forked shadows over the desert and the red mountains. 
There had been a shower of rain, quickly over, and up from the sage came that extraordinary, 
unique smell- a compound of peat and roses, fixing forever in your memory the place where 
you first knew it. Nothing is so romantic as the semi-desert landscape that covers so much of the 
West. It is as empty as the horizon and full of splendid and melancholy lights and haunting 
shapes. It is, as Balzac said in a famous short story, God with man left out. It was just the proper 
background to my reveries about the Indian. I knew before I'd seen him that the Indian was 
everything that Lawrence said he was. I got to Santa Fe and looked up the man who represented 
the government's bureau of Indian affairs. He was a small sallow Southerner with rimless glasses 
and bright eyes. Next morning we set off for Taos, where Lawrence had lived, and one of the 
pueblos, which is what they call their little villages. I was tense as a high C. The country was 
glittering in a blinding light. Last night's brooding mountains were now as solid as crocodiles, 
red and purple crocodiles panting in the heat. We came to the pueblo, a little clearing of mud 
houses and shoulder high cooking ovens in the shape of spheres cut in two. We sought out the 
high priest, who rules over the village. 143 He was a big brown man in overalls, long black hair 
knotted behind his neck. He had kindly black eyes and a face pitted and scarred like the Grand 
142 Founded in 1859, the railroad in the beginning did originate in Atcheson, Kansas, and passed 
through Topeka, Kansas. Though it was named for the then-capital of New Mexico, it proved impractical 
to build the line to the town. But the name remained. Today it is part ofBNSF- Burlington Northern 
Santa Fe. 
143 priest: possibly a medicine man or shaman. High priest would not be the usual word, however, for 
a local Indian leader, especially a Catholic. 
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Canyon. He took us into his house, a one-room mud hut. It contained no furniture. His wife 
squatted in the shadow of one wall. Across the ceiling diagonally was strung a sagging double 
rope which supported a hammock of dirty old clothes in which slept a baby. We admired the 
baby. Then he looked at the little southerner. 
'You brought them?' he asked in a deep, expectant voice. 
'Sure thing,' said the Southerner and went out to the car and brought out three baseball bats, 
catcher's gloves and pads. The high priest gurgled over them. 
'Fine, fine,' he said. 'Now everything okay.' 
As I turned to leave I noticed, as I got used to the darkness, that one wall was entirely covered 
with what I at first I took to be native art. On closer inspection, I saw high up in the middle of the 
wall a tinted photograph of the Virgin Mary cut out from a Los Angeles newspaper. The rest of 
the wall was almost entirely covered with row on row of colored photographs of many designs of 
one make of motor car. It was the priest's favorite make of car and starting at the left hand side 
with the designs of the early twenties he trailed his fmger through this astonishing mural 
approving the brighter and flashier models with the ecstasy of a museum keeper showing you his 
prize Egyptian pottery. 
'Well' said the Southerner, 'don't worry. You'll make it yet.' 
The high priest laughed loud and bared his teeth. He beckoned us out and round behind his 
house. Standing there like a Roman emperor surveying the Syrian desert was a vast touring car, 
done in a blinding purple fmish. 'Wbaddya know,' yelled the government agent, 'You did make 
it. Why that's fine, just fine.' 
We shook hands all around. The priest was overcome with pride. The agent shook his head 
enviously and we sauntered off. 'Great stuff,' he said, 'take it easy.' 
'You take it easy, Mr. Brown,' said the high priest. 
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We thanked him and waved goodbye. 
On the way back, I thought it was time to bring up D. H. Lawrence. Mr. Brown had never 
heard of him. Then as we drove on, round little mesas and across great plateaus, he said, 'Wait, 
though, you wouldn't be thinking of Lorenzo, would you, the painter?' 
I remembered that Lawrence did paint and that in his frantic determination to get away from 
the despicable world of you and me, be had at times called himself Lorenzo. 144 
'Yes' I said, 'that's the man. But in England, be's known best for his writing. Don't you 
know his essays about this part of the world? And also Mornings in Mexico, and so on?' 
'Oh, now, let's be fair,' said Mr. Brown, 'a thin redheaded fella, with a beard, right?' 
'That's the man' I said. 
'Oh but look,' said the government man, 'be had to make a living like anybody else. That 
stuff he wrote, that sort of kept the butcher and the baker away. I mean you don't blame that 
man, what's his name, for writing about the Mediterranean the way be did. Oh, you know, spies, 
and Mata Hari' s, and nights in Monte Carlo.' 
'E. Phillips Oppenheim?' I risked. 
'That's the feller', be said. 'Well, I reckon Lorenzo was doin' the same sort ofthing about 
the Indians.' 145 
There was, you can imagine, a terrific silence. I could see poor, great Lawrence turning over 
in his grave. 146 
Whenever, since, I have found myself about to make some absolutely dogmatic 
pronouncement about an American theme, I have remembered the high priest, his pueblo's 
144 Lawrence (1885-1930) and his wife, Frieda Weekley, lived in Taos, New Mexico from 1922 to 
1924, after which ill health forced him to return to Europe. Mornings in Mexico (1927) is a book of 
travel pieces. 
145 Edward Phillips Oppenheim (1866-1946), English novelist and short-story writer, published 
bestselling romantic thrillers in exotic locations. 
146 In Letters from America (1951 ), the text ends with this sentence, omitting all the later racial content. 
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passion for baseball, and his passion for gaudy touring cars. And Mr. Brown's idea that 
Lawrence was writing pot-boilers that nobody would blame him for. 
I recalled this amazing experience this week when I saw several items in the newspaper about 
what foreigners are inclined to called 'the Negro.' I am always being asked to write articles for 
abroad on 'the Negro Problem,' and 'the Negro Dilemma. " 47 
Not too long ago, I did two talks in this series which summed up what I've honestly been able 
to observe about the life, history, and treatment of Negroes in American life, -by which I mean 
the traditional neglect of him in the Southern United States and the West Indies; and the quite 
different Catholic tradition of concern for him in Latin America, especially in Brazil. 
But this is the point -every time you capture some part of American life and pin it on paper 
and say- 'this is it', the colours change, the next specimens you catch don' t fit your little 
exhibit. The range of known facts expands, and all you can say is there is a rich untidiness, a 
contradiction, in American life, which makes all dogmatic generalisations very dangerous. 148 
You lay it down as a law that there are some American communities into which the Negro 
will never enter. Then Yale elects a Negro its football captain for 1949- an incredible, un-
147 Swedish economist Gunnar Myrdal's landmark 1944 book, the result of a six-year project funded 
by the Carnegie Foundation, was titled An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and American 
Democracy. AC might have been familiar with the book, though he ftrst mentions it in Letter 1002 (7 
Aprill968), on the death of Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
148 dangerous. A ] The President, as you all know, announced last January he was going to bring the 
civil rights of Negroes and Jews within the strict Jetter of the law, all over the country. He was going to set 
the same standards for voting, for owning property, for citizenship, in every part of the land. A noble aim. 
The liberals applauded. The South, including the liberals of the South, groaned and anticipated- quite 
honestly- another Civil War. They begged him forget it. They warned that the South had changed so fast 
in ten years that many mild people were alarmed at the growing pride of the Negro. Better, they said, let 
the South make the good change naturally. If Mr. Truman got in, they said, there will be bloody murder all 
over the South. Well, Mr Truman got in, and it hasn' t happened. l s1 reading. The word "noble," as AC 
uses it in Letter from America, carries a hint of derision, denoting an idea well-intentioned but hopelessly 
naive. He will often apply it to liberal thinking about civil rights. See Letter 829 (26 July 1964), on 
southerners trying to adjust to the Civil Rights Act of 1964, "a new and noble law." 
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American thing to do, but done without condescension or deliberate 'tolerance'. 149 There is a 
terrific rumpus among fraternities in colleges, the various secret societies which one would have 
said were a tight, smug, depressingly conservative feature of American social life. One chapter 
took in a Negro. The :fi:aternity's national committee sttuck that college from its membership. 
Other college chapters resigned. Suddenly, outside Savannah, Georgia, you see the handsomest 
housing project you know- it is for Negroes only. 
Just as you get through explaining that discrimination against the Negro is not an expression 
of Southern character especially; that it happens wherever too many Negroes move into white 
neighborhoods - San Diego, Los Angeles, San Francisco, all in California for instance, what 
happens? You'd say, well, California is certainly going to tighten up its racial laws. Not a bit of 
it. On the contrary, the staggering decision (a landmark in American law) was handed down 
lately by the California Supreme Court, approving maniages between Negroes and Whites. 150 A 
Negro in San Francisco, a former G.I. , wrote to his sweetheart in Germany, told her now it was 
allright for her to bring their baby to America and come to California and be married. For this 
Negro, America suddenly becomes all the breathless courageous things the Statue of Liberty says 
it is, and which too often it is not. 
And we, looking on, tear up our old essays on 'the Negro Problem, ' and catch our breath too, 
and wait for the new 'Negro Problem.' Goodbye. [ts, tr, LJA] 
149 Negro captain: Levi Jackson (1926-2000), later a Ford Motor Co. executive. Richard Goldstein, 
"Levi Jackson, a Pioneer at Yale, is Dead at 74," New York Times, 29 December 2000. 
150 decision: Perez v. Sharp , 1948. In Loving v. Virginia, 1967, the U.S. Supreme Court banned all 
laws against racial intermarriage. Sixteen states had such laws at the time. 
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AMERICAN LETTER No. 111 
[Recorded 28 January 1949 for broadcast 6 February 1949] 
[The first of several explorations of the phenomenon of "passing," light-skinned African-
American people entering white society secretly and being taken for whites.] 
Good Evening. I once was in a train corning back from a political convention and four 
politicians were sitting around a table. Three of them were white and the fourth was a colored 
man. The train was coming through the Midwest. If it had been going through the South, the 
Negro would not have been sitting in with the white men. But he was in with them now, and they 
were playing bridge. When the bid came to the Negro, he cocked his head on one side, raised his 
eyebrows, and said with a mocking sort of gloom, 'I pass.' He threw his head back and his face 
was all teeth and he bellowed with laughter. The other three exchanged glances and saw it was 
allright to laugh too. 
I thought of this random memory the other day when it was announced that the Bureau of the 
Census is making its plans to take the 1950 census of the population of the United States. The 
government is bound by the Constitution to make this count every ten years, and it has done so 
since 1790. I think the history of the American census might interest you, and if it doesn't, I 
plotted that little story of the bridge players at the beginning so that you might hang on to get the 
point of it. 
The reason why the government of the United States, in the very act of inventing that 
government, insisted on having a regular census is simple but I believe unique. When they were 
holding the convention that wrote the Constitution by which the United States was to be, and has 
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been, governed ever since, the little States argued that they ought to have an equal say in the 
national government. Naturally, the big States, just like the Big Five at San Francisco three years 
ago, argued that on the contrary their greater wealth and population gave them the right to a 
bigger say and more votes. 151 This quarrel was the direct cause of their inventing two Houses-
the Senate and the House of Representatives. It was agreed that in the Senate, every State - no 
matter what its size, nor how crowded or deserted- should have two seats. And so it is today-
New York with thi1teen million people has two Senators. Nevada with forty-two thousand 
people has two Senators. That took care of the argument that all States, big or little, are equally 
important. Then, the gentlemen met at Philadelphia turned around and, with that practical 
insanity which is second nature to an Anglo-Saxon and the despair of Latins, they took care of the 
opposite argument, that all States are in fact not equally important, by creating the House of 
Representatives, in which each State would have seats in proportion to its population. So today, 
New York (thirteen million inhabitants) has 45 Representatives in the House, Nevada (forty-two 
thousand inhabitants) has one representative. 
To distribute seats according to population meant, obviously, that you'd have to know where 
the population was. And since the new nation was settled on a strip of coast only about a fifth of 
the width of America, the Philadelphia convention correctly foresaw that it would be the destiny 
of Americans to be always on the move. So the rule was written into the Constitution that there 
must be a national count every ten years. 152 The census of 1790 was pretty crude. Its purpose 
being what it was, there was no point in being over-tidy about people who couldn't vote -
151 The five founding members of the United Nations: The United States, United Kingdom, Soviet 
Union, France, and China. 
152 Article I, Section 2 reads in part, " [An] Enumeration shall be made within three Years after the first 
Meeting of the Congress of the United States, and within every subsequent Term often Years, in such 
Manner as they shall by Law direct." 
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people who didn't own prope1iy, Negroes, women and such. 153 The population was classified in 
that first census as slaves and free, white and others, male and female, and the free white males 
(the real count that mattered) as being under or over sixteen years of age. But in case you have 
the notion that the American passion for facts and figures, especially about themselves, is a recent 
fad, I ought to recall that the third census, in 1810, classified five age groups and asked a lot of 
information about 'the manufactures and arts' of the United States, where, when, how much, and 
how many. Later it went up to thirteen age groups, and aliens were counted separately, and so 
were the deaf and dumb. 1840- was a milestone. By then the westward movement had become 
a great crusade and Americans began to dream about what precious stones, what grasses, what 
fortunes lay beyond the Appalachians, just as Englishmen two centuries earlier had dreamed 
about what lay beyond the Atlantic. The 1840 census therefore asked everything it could think of 
about occupation, types of farming, location of mines, handicrafts, manufacturing, industry, 
education. This caused a heap of trouble. Americans began to object, as many Britons did in your 
last census, at having their private lives, their incomes- but mostly their knowledge of where 
the silver lay- poked into and recorded by the government. The question came up whether the 
government had the right to do this. But the government was learning, as governments do, that 
there is nothing like a detailed census for finding out what the nation is worth. No man, said Dr. 
Johnson, is a hypocrite about his pleasures. And no nation is indifferent about its resources. The 
census is still the best method we know of getting a complete account of crops and human skills, 
of unemployment, overcrowding, whether the population is ageing, how well the sexes are 
balanced, and a hundred other things that ought to help a government to govern. And more 
153 Negroes: Slaves were partially counted. Section 2 provides that the population of a state "shall be 
determined by adding to the whole Number of free Persons, including those bound to Service for a Term of 
Years, and excluding Indians not taxed, three fifth of all other Persons." 
73 
Americans felt it was necessary to know about America (and also it was fun) than those who felt 
it was undignified. The govemment -through the middle of the century and the second half-
passed laws giving itself the power to ask pretty much what it wanted. It gave the census office 
the power to recruit local staffs everywhere. And in 1880 a census was taken which census 
experts in Europe as well as here consider the most elaborate census ever taken. Here' s an odd 
thing. No census probably will ever again cover such a range of curiosity. The result was very 
infmmative, providing a record of all the resources, human, vegetable, industrial, and mineral,-
ofthe entire country. But,- it ran to twenty two volumes, the last of which came out in 1889, 
just in time for the new census. Even Americans were defeated by a system which would tell you 
everything about the country and its people just before the information was out of date. The next 
census ran to twenty five volumes. There was a real possibility that the information would get to 
be so rich and complex that there'd never be time to act on it -an affliction which overtook 
American newspapers, but one which has never been so far reformed. The census, however, was 
reformed. And by 1900, things were made a lot easier for the householder. Not that the 
government deliberately swallowed its curiosity. No American has ever been known to do that. 
But it set up a permanent bureau to handle the census. And it did pass a law dividing off its 
enquiry into two groups- one a simple major questionnaire that could be asked of every 
householder in door to door visits; and the other industrial, farming, and sociological enquiry, 
which could be gathered by field agents and by correspondence with local govemments. That is 
practically the system today. The total list of questions is more elaborate than ever, but there are 
many forms that apply to different people, and printed clearly at the top is the sentence, 'answers 
entered on this form are by law confidential and cannot be disclosed by the Census Bureau to any 
person, company, or other govemment agency.' For most people, that's the only guarantee that 
their pride requires. In fact, today, very few Americans object on what is called principle to 
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answering any question, however intimate, once the legal guarantee of confidence is given. Dr. 
Kinsey's now famous report on the behavior of males, to be followed next year by the same for 
females, could not otherwise have been even begun. 154 
It's a nice point to ponder whether the comparative shyness of other nations, doesn't hide 
their true characteristics as much from themselves as from their enemies. By contrast, this is a 
point I'd like to make very clear about the American appetite for being interviewed, surveyed, 
and generally finding out not only what goes with my neighbor but what makes me tick. On the 
one hand, it means that Americans by and large are never satisfied for long with theories or 
assumptions handed down about why they behave in certain ways, why they read this newspaper 
and not that, what is the actual situation (about say, illegitimate babies, anti-Semitism, or any 
other unpleasant thing) rather than what would it be comfortable to think of as the situation. 
Now, by the same token, this curiosity of Americans provides a field-day for America's 
enemies. American newspapermen by instinct and training are taught to look everywhere and all 
the time for what's wrong. Unearthing unlikely scandal, jobbery, municipal corruption, is their 
meat. Every year, the Bureau of Internal Revenue publishes a list of the people with the biggest 
incomes in the country. 155 Good reporters have ways of finding out why a local policeman 
suddenly can afford to buy a new house on a small salary. It is from such knowledge that some 
reporter somewhere is always indentifying a whiff of somebody's prosperity as the reek of 
corruption. All that the Russians need to do is to pick up a score of perfectly true items and print 
them, and say- this is what goes on in the United States. So it is, but it's only a minute part of 
the good that is taken for granted. 
154 Alfred Kinsey, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male (1948), Sexual Behavior in the Human 
Female (1953). 
155 The name was changed to Internal Revenue Service in 1918. 
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Which brings me back to my original memory. To an item I doubt you ever read in any paper 
that likes to belittle Americans and the small town of the Americans. Up in Keene, New 
Hampshire is an able and beloved doctor, Dr. Johnston. During the war, one of his sons came 
home and enthused about a new school friend, 'a grand guy' the boy said, 'even if he is colored.' 
Dr. Johnston thought very hard. He had more cause to, because the day before he'd had a note 
from the Navy turning down his application for a commission on the grounds that he was a 
Negro. Well, so he was. Like many other very light Negroes, he and his wife decided twenty 
years ago that rather than submit their children to the possible humiliations of the Negro's life, 
they would seize their golden chance, when he was at medical school in New England. They 
would, as the meaningful word has it, 'pass.' 156 They passed over into the white world, nobody 
the wiser, as about 70,000 Negroes do eve1y year, Americans who always get lost in the census 
returns. 157 Dr. Johnston simply sat down and told his son, and his other children, and told the 
town. There's no more to the story except that today in Keene, New Hampshire, the Jolmstons 
live, able and respected as before. When he was asked about the town's reaction, Dr. Johnston 
replied, 'Reaction? There simply isn't any. If I wanted to be militant ... it would be like 
fighting windmills.' 
156 Pass: "To be accepted as or believed to be, or to represent oneself successfully as, a member of an 
ethnic or religious group other than one's own, esp. one having higher social status; spec. (of a person of 
black ancestry in a racially segregated society) to be accepted as white. 1929 N. Larsen Passing ii. ii. 38 
'I see. They were "passing" too.' 'No. They weren't. They were white."' OED. It appears from his 
comment, "even if he is a colored man," that the son has passed over into the world of white prejudice as 
well, since otherwise he would not suggest that a colored man would not be expected to be "a great guy." 
157 
"Walter White ... estimated the number who passed annually during the peak years at about 12,000. 
Although the estimates of some ... were much higher, subsequent research indicated that White's figure 
was probably high. Estimates based on the 1940 census indicated that ... the annual number . .. did not 
exceed between 2,500 and 2,750 a year." F. James Davis, Who is Black? One Nation 's Definition 
(University Park, Pa.: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1991), 56. 
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That' s a rare and happy end, allright. 158 But when the Negro politician playing bridge with 
the three white men cocked his head and said, ' I pass' , and leaned back and laughed, that was the 
weird American joke. That's why the white men wondered for a second if it was allright to 
laugh. That's why his own laugh was high and touched with hysteria. 159 He was coal black. He 
could never 'pass'. Good Night. [ts} 
AMERICAN LETTER No. 117 
[Recorded 11 March 1949 for broadcast 20 March 1949] 
[A tribute to retiring prizefighter Joe Louis, with a lurid account of a visit to a jazz joint in 
"Darktown" Baltimore.] 
I am going to talk to you tonight about Joe Louis, because he has just retired as the world's 
heavyweight champion and because he is an unforgettable man whom we shall very likely never 
see again shuffling with great grace up to some wheezing hulk of a man, to bait him with a long 
158 The doctor apparently is forced to tell the truth because the denial of the commission would 
inevitably become known. AC focuses on the town ' s generous reaction, rather than on the navy's act, or 
on the doctor's rueful comment that resistance to the injustice would be useless. See also Letter 400 (7 
Aprill955) for an account of the fictional Dr. Snowfield in William March's novel, The Looking-Glass, 
who worries that he is black, passes in a small town, and is accepted. 
159 hysteria: That is, a bitter and mirthless laughter. 
77 
left and bring up the shattering, awful thunderbolt of his right, and then toddle considerately away 
and wait for the referee to call the roll on yet another ruined reputation. 160 
Joe's retirement is plenty of reason why I should send you an American letter about him. 161 
But I doubt I should have thought to talk about Joe Louis or ever been interested in him ifl had 
not gone to Baltimore in the spring of 1937. I was staying with a friend, a doctor at the Johns 
Hopkins hospital, who had managed a half-day off from his grisly labors with stomach-aches and 
corpses. 162 We had been out in the blossoming countryside. The short purple twilight fell. 
"How about," said my friend, we go down to Darktown and catch some jazz?" There was a 
little vaudeville house deep in the colored section of town where the best colored bands play. 163 
We packed ourselves in with about a thousand Negroes too many, who clapped and stomped in 
time and sweated like Christians at a Roman circus. It was possibly ninety degrees outside and 
about a hundred and twenty inside. But nobody cared. In the middle of the last number, though, 
something happened outside that rode above the rhythm of the band and the hallelujahs of the 
audience. 164 Far off from somewhere came a high wave of sound. The band played on. It came 
on nearer, a great sighing and cheering. Suddenly there was a sound of doors splintering and cops 
barking and women screaming and men going down grabbing their toes and snarling oaths.165 
160 grace 1\ up to] and his own particular unaggressive good manners 1'1 reading 
161
about him. 1\ ] It is a routine you'd expect from a journalist on his toes. But even journalists, the 
commercial travelers of the writing game, don' t always let the calendar choose their assignments for them, 
and rarely when they do their best. 1'1 reading 
162 Jerome Hartz of Baltimore, a Yale student neighbor when AC fust arrived there in 1932, became a 
psychiatrist and remained a close friend for many years. It was apparently Hartz who showed AC the 
wooden sign by the rural Maryland crossroads, "Nigger don't let the sun set on you here," first mentioned 
in Letter 54 (26 June 1947), and whose family servant, Miss Minn (see Letter 366 [24 May 1954]), 
provided for AC the model of the loyal black family retainer. 
163 
a 1\ little] garish 1'1 reading; play. 1\ ] It was the perfect end to a great day and when we got there, 
it was nobody but Fats- Fats Waller. 1'1 reading 
164 happened 1\ outside] to the orgy 1'1 reading; audience. 1\ ] It was as puzzling as an earthquake and 
as ominous as a flood. ]51 reading 
165 It seems to be a police raid, and a brawl, but the reason is unclear given the context. Grabbing their 
toes: significance of the move is unclear, unless AC means diving for the floor. 
78 
The band stopped and the lights went up. 166 The black faces all around us bobbed and flashed. 
Women threw their heads back and howled great cries at the roof. People embraced and others 
cuffed and swung at each other. We managed to get out whole. And outside, the villainously lit 
streets -they still have gaslight in Darktown, Baltimore - it looked like Christmas Eve in 
darkest Africa.167 
This, it turned out, was the night that Joe Louis had won the heavyweight championship and 
for one night, in all the lurid darktowns of America, the black man was King.168 
The memory of this night has terrified and exhilarated me ever since. The phrase, 'Arise, you 
have nothing to lose but your chains,' must have a terrible appeal to the Negro. Most southerners 
know it, and it is why in some places, they watch fearfully for every Negro flexing his muscles, 
and wonder if he is connected with the Communists. That immediate fear was not besetting 
Americans then as it does today. But the lesson was plain: one Negro had outboxed all the living 
contenders no matter how white (and Braddock was white) and he was a racial God. 
It took several years, and a run of inevitable victories, and wide familiarity with Joe in the 
ring and on the newsreels, for Americans to learn a strange respect for this quiet, beautiful, 
mannerly youth, who never thought of himself as anybody's god, who never played his color up 
166 went up 1\ . ] , and the show was all over. It had to be, for the orgies we had taken part in were as 
orderly as a Sunday school anniversary compared with what was going on, first on the street and now in the 
theater F' reading 
167 Darktown: a black neighborhood, today usually considered offensive, like dinge or darky. AC here 
uses it as a proper name, though there was no such place in Baltimore, and he continues to use it as a 
generic term as late as Letter 2327 (17 September 1993). Though AC's use of the term elicited an angry 
protest from the NAACP as early as 1956 (See Appendix A), he continued to use it all his life. Darkest 
Africa: a common trope for the image of sub-Saharan Africa as a place of primordial night, absent of 
civilized behavior and values. According to OED, the term was coined in 1890 by Henry Morton Stanley, 
British journalist, explorer, and imperialist, In Darkest Africa VI : Or The Quest, Rescue And Retreat Of 
Em in, Governor Of Equatoria (Whitefish, Mont: Kessinger Publishing, 2008). 
168lurid: "Pale and dismal in colour; wan and sallow; ghastly of hue," also "with connotation of 
'terrible' , 'ominous', 'ghastly', 'sensational'. Often in phr. to cast or throw a lurid light on (a subject)" 
OED. Apparently not (from the present context) with pejorative intention, AC sometimes uses this word 
to mean exotic or colorful. The black man was King: Louis defeated Jim Braddock for the heavyweight 
title 22 June 1937, Max Schmeling 22 June 1938, and Jersey Joe Walcott twice: 5 December 1947 and 25 
June 1948. 
79 
or down, who never questioned a ruling, never flirted with the crowd; kept his mind on his work, 
stepped scrupulously away when an opponent stumbled; and who, when it was all over, said such 
emban-assing things over the radio microphones that the commentators would often whisk the 
mike away from him to the loser, who could usually be depended on to say the proper, 
sentimental cliches. They pushed the mike up to him in December, 1947, when he had been 
fought into a dazed parody of his younger self by old Joe- Jersey Joe Walcott. A sharp little 
announcer said, 'Did he ever have you won-ied, Joe, at any time?' This is a question expecting 
the answer, 'Oh no, I felt fine all the time.' Joe said, ' I was won-ied all the way through, yes, sir. 
I ain't 23 anymore.' 
I know that it is very hard, perhaps impossible, for any white man to appraise the character of 
any Negro. 169 If you have lived all your life around Negroes, you inherit certain attitudes towards 
them. If you are a stranger to them, there is the danger of making them out to be quite the nicest 
people in America. In a way, he has to be: for though Negroes are as good and as bad as 
anybody else, they have one thing in common, -they have had a worse deal than most White 
170 
men. 
A variation of this condescension is to think so poorly of the Negro that when he does 
anything as well as a white man, you have to make him out to be unique. You hear a colored 
band and shout that nobody can play a trumpet like a black man. Then you run into Louis 
Armstrong, who tells you of the time he first heard a white boy, Bix Beiderbecke, a very pasty-
169 
character: AC apparently means personality, temperament, innermost thoughts and views. 
170 has to be: i.e., Negroes have to pretend to be agreeable, however they feel, in a hostile white 
world, but that with Louis it was no act. 
80 
faced boy from Davenport, Iowa, play the comet. 17 1 And Armstrong broke into tears knowing he 
would never play as well as that. 
When you come to look at the life and career of Joe Louis, there is the special dilemma that 
he is a black man, and that even when you've done your best to judge him as other men, there's 
no way of denying that if he is not the best boxer that has ever lived he is as near to it as we are 
ever likely to know. 
He was born in 1917 on a sharecroppers cotton patch in Alabama and was as poor as it is 
possible to be. 172 The farm was in theory- it had been rented to them- as a cotton, and 
vegetable fatm. But the vegetables didn't feed the family- not by the time Joe, the seventh 
child, came along. His father broke - as sharecroppers do - from the daily strain of working 
from dawn to sunset and sometimes beyond, and not making enough in crops either to feed his 
children or buy them all shoes. They had no money to send him to a hospital. So he went to a 
state institution and died there. A widower came to help out and soon married Joe's mother. 173 
And his five children moved in with the eight of the Louises. 174 Joe got a little more food and 
went to a one-room school. Then the family moved to Detroit, where the stepfather worked in a 
motorcar factory. Joe went on to a trade school and worked in the evenings delivering ice from 
an ice-wagon. Then came the depression and the family went on relief. This, said Joe, made his 
mother feel bad. Years later Joe wrote out a check for $269, which was the amount of the relief 
checks they'd had from the government. This made Mrs. Brooks, as she now was, feel better. 
171 Leon Bismark Beiderbecke (1903-1931). Evidently a private conversation between Armstrong and 
AC, who later repeats the view in Letter 1169 (10 July 1971, on Armstrong's death) that Beiderbecke was a 
better player. 
172 Louis was born 13 May 1914. 
173 
widower: Patrick Brooks 
174 Louises : The family name was Barrow. Joe Louis Barrow dropped the last name later, at a 
manager 's suggestion. 
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She seemed to have very definite ideas about debt. When Joe was eighteen he came home late 
one night and found his stepfather blocking the door. 
'Where you been Joe?' he asked. 
'Over at the gym' said Joe, 'working out.' 
'I thought so' said Mr. Brooks and lectured Joe about wasting his time with no-goods in 
gymnasiums. 'You go on foolin' around with boxing, you're never gonna amount to nothin.' ' 
He says this had him really worried. The next day he asked his mother about it. She said it 
was allright to be a boxer if that's what you wanted to do most. And that is, in a way, the end of 
Joe's wayward life. The rest was practice, and workouts, and learning, learning, and being 
knocked to pulp, and learning some more and coming again with a new trick or two. 
There is a biography of Joe, told- it says on the cover- in his own simple narrative form. 
It is a fairly nauseating work, written for him by somebody who puts into his mouth the sort of 
simplicities a bad writer thinks a simple man ought to speak. It is full of sententious advice and 
second-rate moralising. But luckily last year two first-rate newspapermen, Meyer Berger and 
Barney Negler, got hold of Joe for many long sessions and transcribed exactly how he talked and 
what he said, without paying any more attention than Joe Louis does to grammar, a pretty story, 
or to moralizing. 175 From a few sentences of this report, I think you can get closer to the sort of 
man Louis is than from reams of official biographies. 
Take the bit about his being born with a catlike treads. He says, 'When I got up in fighting, 
newspaper writers put a lot of words in my mouth. They wrote I was born with movements like a 
panther, and how I was a born killer. I said it was wrong before, but the real truth is I was born 
kind of clumsy-footed. My mother says I like to stumble a lot when I was a baby .... That 
175 Meyer Berger and Barney Nagler, "My Story- Joe Louis," Life, November 8, 1948, 128-29. 
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footwork the writers say was cat-sense was something Chappie Blackbum drilled into me. 176 
That was learned, it wasn't a born thing. He saw I couldn't follow my left hook with a right cross 
without getting' my right foot off the floor. It takes a lot ofleaming before you do it without 
thinking.' 
Or his simple explanation of his never saying very much. 'When I got to be champion the 
writers made a lot of how hard it was to get me to talk. My mother said I was no different when I 
was a kid. When I went to school the teacher made me say my words over and over and by-and-
by I got stubborn, I guess, and wouldn't say them at all.' 
After he lost a fight in 1934 - the last he was to lose for three years -his manager told him 
to stop staying out late with the gang. 'He treated me real good' says Joe, 'I got to wear some of 
his clothes made over.' 
The night he became champion, the night when it seemed the whole of Darktown poured into 
the vaudeville theatre in Baltimore, Joe summed up his feelings in an immortal sentence or two: 
'He fell in a face-down dive. That made me heavyweight champion .... People figure that was 
my biggest thrill .. . But I don't remember no special feelin'. I just felt good. Maybe it was 
because I figured I wouldn't feel a real champ until I got to that Schmeling. 177 That's what I 
fixed on.' 
Maybe you'll get from all this the idea that Joe Louis is a simple soul with quiet manners, a 
good boy who never had a crafty thought. Of course he doesn't talk about his respect for his 
opponents, and his decency and casualness with the crowd, because these are fundamental, the 
characteristics that a man hardly knows about himself or if he does keeps quiet about. 
176 Charles "Chappie" Blackburn, Louis's longtime trainer. 
177Max Schmeling (1905-2005). The German heavyweight defeated Joe Louis 19 June 1936, but lost 
to him in the rematch 22 June 1938. The two men became close friends in later life, and Schmeling paid 
Louis's funeral expenses. 
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But there is one remark he makes about his pride in money that should round out the picture. 
'People ask me' he says, 'Joe, what will you do when the big money from fightin' stops corning 
in. Won't you have to cut down' ... I tell em, 'I'm gonna live good, retired or not retired. I've 
got investments and I've got ideas. I'll keep on living good. It's them who lived off me who 
won't be living so good. ' 
Well, there he is, the Brown Bomber no more, a mem01y of incredible speed, a slow shuffle, 
a solemn face, a gentleness, a shy acceptance of his greatness. All things considered, a credit to 
his race. So long as you add the necessary afterthought, -the human race, that is. Good Night. 
[ts, tr, Lis (24 March 1949), LfA] 
AMERICAN LETTER No. 132 
[Recorded 21 June 1949 for broadcast 3 July 1949] 
[A profile of singer and actor Paul Robeson, and a warning that such disaffection as 
Robeson's among gifted Americans could be the wave of the future ifthe United States continues 
to deny self-respect to black people.] 
Good evening. The profile of the man I want to try to draw tonight can mean very little unless 
I first wash in the off-white background to his black body. 178 He is a man whose name is known 
to you all; whom America has gloried in, and whom vety many in America now detest. I hope I 
178 wash in] try to paint in tr 
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can convey to you that there is no journalistic coyness in the word ' try ' , when I say I shall tty to 
sketch his profile. For the whole trend of history itself in the past 5 years has made it probably 
impossible to speak with justice about a man who is at once aN egro, a passionate lover of the 
Soviet Union, a despiser of the Western democracies, and at the same time a great artist and a 
product of America in whom the Americans were right to take great pride. 
You have surely already guessed his name: Paul Robeson. 179 
He has been in the news lately because his son, an electrical engineer, married a white girl 
and Robeson practically defied the press to try and cover the event and photograph it. They 
covered it and photographed it. I can appreciate how easy it is for you on your side of the 
Atlantic to say, so a Negro married a white girl, what of it? But we touch on a simple and 
essential fact about Negroes and whites living together when we recognise that in the States 
where race fear- I think that's what it is, far more than hatred- in the states where race fear is 
strongest, so is the relative population of the Negro. It is worst of all in Mississippi, where in a 
population of just over two million, well over one million are Negroes, and where the Negro 
women are reproducing one-and-a-half times as fast as the white women. But this is not an 
exclusively American problem: wherever the white man has set up a society side by side with a 
majority of colored people, the fear is there and the fear is made into law. 180 
This is worth saying at the start not as an excuse but as an elementary social fact that is bound 
to influence the habits and laws of the people who live with it. Suppose in the population of 
greater London, more than four million residents were Negroes. Would it not then be hard to be 
179 Paul Robeson (1898-1976). 
180 But this ... into law.] I believe that nowhere in the United States today is race discrimination and 
fear, as they express themselves in law, in zoning restrictions, and so on, so severe as it is in South Africa, 
where the colored people are very much more in the majority. ts 
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off-hand about the marriage of a white girl and a colored man?
181 
I suspect that if that were so 
intellectual liberals, who love to fight for justice at three thousand miles, and who are courageous 
as anything by remote control, would behave much more as the intellectual liberals of the United 
States do. 182 In the Nmth, especially in New York City, where there are enough Negroes to 
threaten the living standards, the housing, most of all, of poor whites, the intellectual liberal can 
take part in rallies, applaud novels that expose Negro persecution and shame, and generally 
proclaim through the medium of print and vocal noises that he is a better man than his pallid 
Southern brother. 183 The Southern liberal is something else again ... quite a different animal. 
There are fewer of him, because if you live in the South, where the Negroes abound, and if you 
are uncompromisingly in favor of Negro equality, educational, legal, - you have to live out 
your courage or be ruined by it. And I make no apology for saying again what I said two years 
ago in some talks about the Negro in the United States that the most honorable and courageous 
white Americans today are Southerners born and bred who court unpopularity, insult, the loss of 
their jobs, and even physical harm by not merely meeting in public to say how they feel but doing 
the harder things: working patiently with the gods, whose mills- you recall- grind awful slow, 
to bring about the decent changes: who try to tax their communities higher to build better Negro 
schools, who fight the city council to get Negroes employed as foremen in factories and 
1s 1 I . 
ncreasmg nonwhite immigration to the United Ki d · · · 
revision of citizenship laws - notably the British N t ' nl~ omA around this ume dJd eventually lead to 
fro B · · h . a wna 1ty ct of 1962 - to pre t +- · · . 
m ntis possessions in Africa the Caribb d th . ven u ee mumgratwn E 1' h . . . , ean, an sou Asia There w b . 
ng Is cities m the late nineteen-fifties and later decades and 'd e~e ur an racJaJ disturbances in employ~ent. But there was never legal repression like ;parth;:d ~s~ead disc~nation in housing and 
system m the American South. For other hypotheti·c 1 " I m ~uth Africa or like the Jim Crow 
· · a re1erences to wh t B · · h co~~hes, see Letters 209 (16 March 1951) and 443 (12 A '119 I e ntJs encounters with black 
l83 jight 1\ for]- in their heads only- ts pn 56). 
shame, 1\ and], in the South especially, tr 
' 
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pted on equal entrance requirements into State 
conductors on trams; who try to get Negroes acce 
. . . 184 
umvers1t1es. 
It is true that nowhere in the United States is the Negro in a worse state than he is in the 
South: but that is because there are more of him there and it is the poorest, the immeasurably 
It is also hue, and must be said, that nowhere in America is the 
poorest, section of the country. 
d 185 Negro better treate . 
This is an essential background against which to consider the life, the career, and the 
bitterness ofPaul Robeson. 
He Was born in Princeton, New Jersey, which is a delightful He was not a Southerner. 
country town with a great university. Slums are admittedly not delightful anywhere, but the parts 
of Princeton where the Negroes live would be greedily exchanged by the poor people, of 
whatever color, of Pittsburgh, St. Louis, Manchester or Glasgow. 
Paul Robeson did not come from the slums. He was a minister's son. But Negroes, who have 
the same impulse as all of us to be better than their fellows, set up in most cities a swanky part of 
their settlement where the richer of them alone can afford to live. Sugar Hill in Harlem is such a 
place, where Negro doctors, lawyers, writers, and band leaders live to the awe of their fellows in 
184 universities. 11 ] These men rarely talk about the Day of Judgment or the great day when all men 
shall be free. Most of them almost gave up hope when President Truman announced last year his Fair 
Employment Bill, because he meant and means to do it by federal compulsion, and- in their view- laid 
the worst possible groundwork for reform by announcing to the whole country that the South was a naughty 
child that ought not to hold back the enlightened people in the rest of the country. Let us name a few of 
these men- Howard Odum, of Chapel Hill, North Carolina; Hod ding Carter, of Greenville, Mississippi; 
Virginius Dabney, of Richmond, Virginia - who last time I saw him wasn't quite sure whether he was 
going to jail next day or not. He is the distinguished editor of the Richmond Times-Dispatch, but some 
members of the state legislature were combing through the state statutes to see of there was any law that 
could imprison him for putting up a Negro for the city council. They were very sore when they found none. 
ts 1'1 reading 
185Since AC has elsewhere made plain (in this letter, for instance) his knowledge of the extent of racial 
oppression, this assertion about black people's superior treatment may refer to instances of noblesse 
oblige by some upper-class whites, or other observed courteous behavior. He will later argue that strict 
segregation, notwithstanding its injustice, makes for an intimacy and friendliness between the races that 
would otherwise be impossible. 
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a sort of aristocratic quarter. Well, you can imagine, the Negro aristocratic quarter in most 
American cities is not going to be much handsomer than the run of white middle-class 
neighborhoods, or there'd soon be trouble. If Paul Robeson's father had been a white minister, his 
upbringing would have been gentler, though not necessarily more genteel, than would ever be 
possible to a Negro minister's child. His father was, for the record, a runaway slave who had put 
himself through a Negro university and became a parson. From his early childhood on it was 
obvious that young Paul's gifts, of mind and body, were God-given: they certainly weren't any 
endowment left him by the neighboring whites. He went through school like a firecracker, and 
intense, big handsome, brainy boy who picked up a scholarship to Rutgers College, a place very 
few Negroes will ever go. From his first few months there, his prowess- as a scholar and an 
athlete - was almost absurd, as if in one beautiful freak the Almighty had wanted to make fun of 
the boasted superiority of the white man. He started winning prizes in his freshman year. He got 
'A's- that's absolutely top marks, in seven subjects out of eight, and there's a nice, solemn 
story that his father's expectations of him were so lofty that he sternly looked at his report and 
asked him why he had got a 'B' in the eighth subject. He won the college prize for extempore 
speaking, was elected to the most exclusive club of intellectuals in America, -membership in 
the Phi Beta Kappa fraternity. And, oh yes, he picked up twelve blues, as you'd say, in nine 
athletic events he represented Rutgers, and he was on the team in basketball, baseball, and 
football. He was something of a legend as a footballer and inevitably became what you'd call an 
international, and what Americans call an 'All-American': he was the 'end tackle'- don't ask 
for a translation- on the all-American football team of 1918. He was then just twenty. 
He gobbled up his B.A., went on to Columbia Law School, took his bachelor oflaws, paying 
his way by playing professional football at the weekends. He was taken into the office of a 
famous New York law firm, a social as well as intellectual impossibility for a Negro. You can 
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see that by this time, Paul Robeson' s path was, if not smooth, smoother far than any Negro in 
American history could dare to hope. Robeson was physically superb, firm and shining as a 
cannon ball, a body of bronze, the movements of a leopard. And he matches this animal 
magnificence with a grace and warmth of manner that, according to his best friends at the time, 
seemed to hide no bitterness, no grudge, no deep hurt. 186 In fact, then and for long afterwards, 
there was the unpleasant fate open to him of becoming everybody's favorite Negro. 187 However, 
there was a strain in him of terrible pride that made him sense this invitation, and an intelligence 
and integrity of character that made him scorn to accept it. 
He might have been a lawyer to this day. But when he was at Columbia he acted in an 
amateur play. Eugene O'Neill was in the audience, admired him greatly, and wrote The Emperor 
Jones for him to play in. He turned it down but had the acting bug and a couple of years later 
changed his mind and went to London in it. He was meant, the story goes, to whistle in that play. 
He can' t whistle. So he sang. And he- and the people out front- discovered yet another glory 
that God had tossed his way. From the early Twenties on for the next ten years, you probably 
know his story as well as I do. The idol, first of London, then ofMoscow, much later ofNew 
York. In those days there was nothing sinister in being admired in Moscow. It's an important 
point, because whatever may be said against Robeson, in fact what may have forced him lately 
into his impassioned love for Russia, and his equally passionate distrust of his native land, is the 
fact that we have rejected utterly the possibility of any good at all in the Soviet Union. This 
rejection contains the spitefulness, the flickering anxiety, the headlong passion of all extreme 
positions. Now Robeson, whatever else he is, as an extremist, and hating the side of the coin that 
186 See Joe Louis's dismissal, quoted by AC (in Letter 117, preceding), of journalists' statements that 
he has a catlike tread and a panther's body. Yet AC here compares Robeson's "animal magnificence" to 
that of a leopard. 
187 
unpleasant] inevitable ts 
89 
America had called, retorted with exactly the same headlong fmy, tossed it over and has gone to 
the other extreme. He has one personal reason for doing this that ought to be mentioned. 
His own handsomeness and great gifts, and success must have masked a recognition that he 
rarely made to whites: the deep shame at being a Negro and the proud denial of that shame. 188 He 
evidently has always had it, and he swore when his son was born that he should not come up 
against what a few months ago he called 'all the little daily things that hmt'. His son went first to 
be educated in England, then in Moscow. And, however little we might like to admit it, or say 
that it is the sort of freakish virtue that could only blossom on rank soil, his son undoubtedly got 
from his life in Russia a sense of personal dignity and self-respect he probably would not have 
had here. This one thing made Robeson intensely grateful to the country that made this little 
miracle possible. As early as the Spanish War, to Robeson the good life, the crusade, was always 
being fought on the greener pastures beyond the ocean. He toured the Loyalist battlefields in 
Spain. As long as the Nazis stayed out of Russia, he fought against conscription. When they went 
into Russia, he sang to raise money for the 'democratic war' , and for the English and Chinese 
Allies of the Soviet Union. 
He said in New York at a great homecoming rally for him a fortnight ago that he loved 
Russia and its people more than any other people. He wants to love America but 'the burden of 
proof rests on America' which today apparently is far gone toward imperialism. The eleven 
Communist leaders who are on trial here he called 'brave fighters for my freedom'. 189 The rally 
was run by an outfit called The Council on African Affairs. And Robeson is its emperor. 
188 handsomeness] beauty ts. Must have masked: Since AC has earlier commented on Robeson's 
pride and integrity, it is not obvious why he would infer that Robeson must feel shame, unless he means 
(see next sentence) not shame but a rankling at his humiliations. Possibly- believer in Freud that he is 
-he thinks the unconscious would surely make it so. 
189 Eleven members of the American Communist Party were convicted in 1949 under the 1940 Smith 
Act, which made it a crime to advocate the overthrow of the U.S. government. 
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And old friend said of him lately that Robeson fell in love with his role as Emperor Jones and 
had reverted to playing it in life. This is not necessarily fair or true, though it might be. 
But to me, remembering him in that play, and recalling the hypnotic charm for him of that 
ceaseless tom-tom beat, there is in all Robeson's present sound and fury a steady beat we ought 
not, as Americans or as democrats, forget: it is the reminder of his son's gift from the Soviet 
Union, the mere gift of self-respect. 190 Unless America can domesticate that gift for most of its 
Negroes, it is easy to see what a fatal exotic appeal that tom-tom beat is bound to have for 
Negroes who meet young Robeson, and admire him, and say,- 'he went to school in Russia'. 
Good Night. [ts, ts2, tr] 
AMERICAN LETTER No. 154 
[Recorded 23 November 1949 for broadcast 2 December 1949] 
[A treatise against racial prejudice, part of the point of which is to establish that all people, 
not only Americans, and not only the poor and uneducated, are subject to it.] 
Good Evening. A Duke or a Princess sails into New York and though the actual reception at 
the dock is no fussier than it would be for a champion golfer, or a forgiven gangster, the 
newspapers give you the impression next day that a saint has arrived to bless our heathen shores. 
190 beat 1\ , ] that goes on back of the play tr 
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I presume that dukes and princesses arrive at Southampton and Heathrow all the time, but I don't 
remember that they get their pictures in the London papers just on the strength of their being alive 
and able to take a train or plane even as you and me. But- on the other hand- I'm always 
struck by the picture space given in European papers, including English, to the arrival of movie 
stars. Now movie stars come into New York every day from both directions in droves. But a 
press agent has to work himself ragged to get their pictures in the morning's papers, and 
whenever they manage it, it's generally understood as a triumph for some studio's publicity 
office, and not for the movie actress. For instance, on the front page of an evening paper ten days 
ago there appeared a picture ofField Marshal Montgomery leaning over the rail of the Queen 
Elizabeth, supposedly acknowledging the Statue of Liberty. 191 On each side of him, clutching 
him affectionately, were two extremely pretty women. It was an odd sight. The caption identified 
them, as two well-known young movie actresses who happened to be on their way back from 
Europe on the same boat. I don't know how the Field Marshal felt about it, but the studio must 
have been delighted. For movie stars are so common in this city that to get themselves on the 
front pages of the New York papers, they have to get robbed or commit suicide, or - as I say-
be received at a command performance in London by the King and Queen, when the point of the 
picture is not the movie star at all but the impressive company they keep. 
Ask a European about this phenomenon and he says confidently, 'Well everybody knows 
Americans are crazy about royalty and titles.' This is in point of fact a half-truth. It is no more 
true than to say, from the similar evidence, that Europeans are crazy about movie stars. 
Americans expect a prince to let himself be seen and admired, precisely because he's a rare 
article over here, since the Constitution- one hundred and sixty years ago- abolished all titles 
of nobility in this country and forbade American citizens to accept them. And the rarer the 
191 Bernard Law Montgomery (1887-1976), British general in Africa and Europe in World War II. 
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article, the more the fuss. But let a prince or Duke presume on the fuss that's made, and the 
parades put on, to the extent of brushing off a host or losing his temper with the press, and the 
instinctive full-bodied cry will go up: 'Who does he think he is?' 
I thought about this the other day when I read the news, astounding to an American, that 
when Louis Armstrong, the Negro jazz tmmpeter, landed with his band in Stockholm recently, 
there were 40,000 people at the airport. And when he expressed a yearning to meet the Pope, a 
special audience was arranged. I mentioned this with a deadpan face to a friend of mine, who is 
very conservative and a rather troubled one, and who is also from the South. He thought it was 
an even bet that the Communists had sponsored the Stockholm welcome. Well, anyway, you 
know how Europeans are -he said- about Negroes these days: 'They probably think we keep 
Armstrong locked up on a prison farm over here.' 
This, need I say, was a stupid and bitter remark. 192 But it was an honest one. The man really 
felt it. One of the distressing features of the debates in the United Nations out at Lake Success is 
the way every nation, none excepted, makes a point of advertising its own tolerance of minority 
groups who are in fact no longer a nuisance. The Russians affect to be disgusted at the American 
suspicion of the Negro. In the great and holy homeland, they say, it makes no difference what the 
color of your skin is. 193 I don't know whether this is true or not, but they drive the point home for 
their own people by making a pet of Paul Robeson, when he goes there. Some Latin-American 
throws up his hands in honest amaze at the constant charges and counter charges - among the 
Europeans and the Americans - of anti-Semitism. And Britons sometimes are genuinely 
shocked to hear on the side that it would be remarkable to say the least for a Catholic to be voted 
into the White House. 
192 The first explicit criticism in American Letter, for a racial attitude or remark, of one of AC's 
southern friends. 
193 skin is. 1\ I] Well, as a matter of fact, if you are a westerner, this isn't true. ts 
93 
Whenever I talk about Negroes in the United States, I make a point of mentioning the Hindus 
of India, because until fairly recently I think it's true to say that neither Britons and Americans 
have had much to crow about in their relations with black men, and both have justified their worst 
behaviour on the same preposterous racial theories. 194 White Americans carry around in their 
heads a highly synthetic picture of the American Negro, a picture which takes care of any 
discomfort they might feel if they took a long and accurate look at him. Thus, Negroes run better 
because they have longer legs, which puts the white man at a disadvantage and makes him all the 
more of a superman if he wins. The Negro can stand heat better than white men. Physiologically 
he can't, he just has to- but the theory that God worked in a mysterious way to equip negroes 
specially for heavy labour makes the idea of that labour easier to accept. Only thirty years ago, an 
American anthropologist reported that in dissecting the brain of a Negro, which is a smaller brain 
than the white man's (which seems to be a fact, by the way), he found one section of it much 
bigger than the white man's and that was the section devoted, as the learned doctor put it, 'to 
thoughts of rape and murder.' 195 Well, we may not have come far since then. But with the help of 
psychiatry we've come far enough to know that if you sit down with your own feelings for five 
minutes, you'll discover that the myth of the Negro's abounding lusts is a useful myth to hold, 
because it offers the most pressing and secret reason why Negroes shouldn't be given too much 
liberty. The Chinese, it seems hold the same interesting delusion about the white man. H.L. 
Mencken once said that 'it's a part of the American national 'faith that if you hit a Negro over the 
194 That is, when he speaks to the British audience about American Negroes. To American ears, black 
would be an odd word to apply to Hindus, unless AC means all nonwhite persons in the Empire, as in, for 
example, Helen Bannerman's 1899 children's story about a south Indian boy, Little Black Samba. 
195 It is not a fact. The belief that the Negro brain is smaller than the white brain is rooted in the 
pseudoscience of craniology, popularized by Samuel Morton and Petrus Camper in the early 191h century. 
It was discredited by measurement of skulls as early as 1833 (Friedrich Tiedemann), 1900 (Joseph 
Deniker), 1909 (Franklin P. Mall) and modem studies. Thomas L. Graves, The Emperor's New Clothes: 
Biological Theories of Race at the Millennium (Brunswick: Princeton University Press, 2001), 87. 
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head with a cobblestone, the cobblestone will break."196 To which a witty American professor 
adds: "The recognition that you would like to hit a Negro over the head with a cobblestone is, of 
course, kept below the level of consciousness.' 
Well, you must be thinking that Americans are a god-forsaken lot, moved in their political 
thinking- at least where the Negro is concerned- by massive and crude prejudices. I assure 
you they are not unique. That witty professor I just quoted -has dug up enough solemn 
nonsense from every nation and every race to show us that a good many of our proudest national 
principles and beliefs come from pure superstitions. Not so pure at that, since they usually help 
us justify what is - in any honest man- quite unjustifiable conduct. It is a pleasure to mention 
this professor's name, because he has written a book I mentioned too lightly when it first came 
out. His name is Bergen Evans, and his book is called The Natural History of Nonsense. 197 It is a 
hilarious collection of the mass of popular beliefwhich most of us seem to hold about the human 
being, about beasts and birds, diet, race, death, lightning, wolf-boys, about alcohol, intelligence, 
women driving cars, drowning men going out with the tide, there being no atheists in foxholes, 
and the mysteries of farmers' being able to foretell the weather. When I say it is an anthology or 
expose (would be better) of popular beliefs, Dr. Evans is not talking about poor people, or 
country people, or the people next door. He first took to his hobby of collecting these 
superstitions when he stayed one summer with a large and pleasant group of people who were 
delightful, educated, cultured, 1ich. He is talking about you, my friend, however educated you 
may be. I never knew till now I was so stupid. 
196 faith] Inverted comma in ts and ts2, leaving uncertainty as to which words are included in the 
quotation. Henry Louis Mencken (1880-1956), American journalist and social commentator, author of 
The American Language (1919). AC admired Mencken, and cited him frequently in following years. 
See Letters 212A (13 April1951) and 400 (7 April1955). 
197 Bergen Evans (1904-1978), The Natural History of Nonsense (New York: Random House, 1946). 
He became famous as the authority (the "Question Supervisor") on the 1950s hit television quiz program, 
"The 64,000-Dollar Question." 
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On the question of the superiority of the white man over the black man, just to balance things 
up, let me quote something Dr. Evans found in an English history textbook, used on both sides of 
the Atlantic. It tells young men going out to build the Empire that their work 'will be greatly 
simplified by the extraordinary veneration and respect which the European's superior force of 
character inspires.' The Oriental mind, he says, 'though versed itself in every form of sliminess 
and deceit, is curiously appreciative of fair dealing and honesty in others.' He admits that Hindus 
are quick to learn but 'they are sadly deficient in moral stamina', so even when they're clever it's 
necessary that white men should rule over them When was this written- 1860? 1900? No, in 
1928, by a highly respected public schoolmaster. 
All of us evidently, Britons and Americans, have done- and doubtless still are doing-
some very fancy rationalizing to account for the privileges we have which we'd like to think are 
God-given. 
I therefore am proud to tell you that it was a very different English voice that spoke a couple 
of weeks ago to a huge audience of economists and businessmen in New York. He spoke late at 
night, too late for the morning papers in either country, and I'm afraid his speech did not get the 
great attention it deserved. The voice -no more modest or honest voice has ever spoken for 
Britain in the United States - was that of Sir Oliver Franks. 198 He was giving his picture of the 
economic development of the next twenty or thirty years. And I don't know anybody who has 
mastered the swirling detail so well as to be able to see the far shore at all. But what he stressed 
above everything was the rise of the popular will in Asia. He told any American who might, at 
this moment in history, think of taking over the white man's burden, that in the whole of Asia, 
'the idea of human progress is on the march', that for the first time in history the ordinary serf no 
longer expects his generations to live in poverty and die in disease; that what the black man and 
198 Oliver Shewell Franks ( 1904-1992), diplomat and former professor of moral philosophy at the 
University of Glasgow, was ambassador to the United States 1948-52. 
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the yellow man wants from us is seed for his fields, and technology, and industrial advice. 199 He 
will neither seek or suffer being bossed or ruled or condescended to by the white man. And the 
new burden on us is the considerable burden, in view of our history with him, of giving him real 
help so he may accept us, as an equal. 200 
There are British Ambassadors you can think of who, if they could have heard Sir Oliver, 
must be revolving in their graves. And it did great credit to Britain that it was her chief 
representative who provoked this healthy exercise.201 Good Night. [ts, ts2} 
199 
"The White Man's Burden," an 1899 poem by Rudyard Kipling urging the United States to assume 
the colonial role in the Philippines: "Take up the white man's burden- I Take up the best ye breed-" 
200 him, 1\ oj) of making him trust us, ts. In Franks's view, which AC endorses, the previously (or 
still) ruled are the leading actors in the future relationship with the former rulers, which would seem to be 
different from AC's ideal view, hitherto, of the South, in which passive, almost invisible, black Americans 
would be lifted up (see Introduction) by white liberals of good will. Another implication of Franks's vision, 
more in line with AC's view, is that internal reform cannot be driven from the outside. 
201 Britain 1\ that] and her chief representative ts 
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Part Two: The Nineteen Fifties 
LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 191 1 
[Recorded 26 October 1950 for broadcast 3 November 1950] 
[The legal doctrine of "separate but equal," which provides the historic background to the 
1954 Supreme Court ruling of Brown v. Board of Education, makes its first of many 
appearances in Letter from America.] 
Good Evening. Next Tuesday we are to have a general election. That's the only fair name for 
it, since the whole of the House of Representatives will be up for election, and one third of the 
Senate. 2 It is what they call an off- year election, that is - an election which does not coincide 
with the Presidential election. 
Let me explain very simply the system that's used. 3 And please try to keep back your tears. 
It's nothing like so complicated as American football, which is chess and military strategy 
wedded to rugby football. 
1 Though Cooke continued for some years to mark his copy "American Letter," and call it such in the 
text, beginning 24 February 1950 the formal title of the broadcast was changed to "Letter from America." 
2 for it A since] though it's a word that means nothing in American, tr 
3 used A and please] and try and sketch indeed the system of American government, tr 
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The main difference between the British and American systems is that the American 
parliament is elected at absolutely regular intervals. A Government does not fall here on a vote of 
confidence - there is no such thing as a vote of confidence; and though the Government may 
lose, and does lose, all the time on hot issues, instead of throwing the Government out, we simply 
chalk up one point for the opposition and swear to do better with the next bill and the next vote. 
you may have heard at one time or another that the American constitution, which is a written 
document ratified in 1789, with twenty-one amendments adopted at various times since, -the 
American constitution bases the Government on what we call 'a balance of powers'. There are 
three branches of the Government- an Executive, namely the President; a legislative body, -
namely, the Congress which means the Senate and the House of Representatives; and a Judicial 
body- the Supreme Court. Roughly, this is the way it works: the President says what laws he 
would like to have passed; but the Congress redrafts his wishes and accepts or rejects them and 
can also initiate laws; and the Supreme Court- nine wise and venerable judges go into action 
when anybody decides to defy a law passed by the Congress. The president, for instance, says he 
would like to have a law making it illegal to separate whites and negroes in restaurants.4 Suppose 
the Congress changes it slightly to say negroes and whites do not necessarily have to sit 
physically in the same room, but must be served the same food. Some Negro who doesn' t like 
this compromise looks into the written constitution- which is printed in all American almanacs, 
dictionaries, and encyclopaedias. And he finds something there that says: "no state may make or 
enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges of citizens ... nor deny to any person ... the 
equal protection of the laws." He thinks that's good enough for him. So he takes a train or goes 
4 There was no presidential request for the Civil Rights Act of 1875, which provided that "All 
persons ... shall be entitled to the full and equal enjoyment of accommodations, advantages facilities and 
privileges of inns, public conveyances on land or water, theaters, and other places of public 'amuseme~t." 
Although President Ulysses S. Grant signed the law, it was the brainchild of Massachusetts senator Charles 
Sumner. The law was ~eclared ~constitutional , on grounds that the Fourteenth Amendment applied only 
to government, not to pnvate busmesses, by the Supreme Court in 1883. 
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into the restaurant, and sits at the same table as a white man. Maybe the chief waiter asks him to 
leave, and he refuses. Or they won't serve him at that table. He has, if he has any sense, a 
witness along. And so he sues the railroad. Suppose he loses in the lower courts. He takes his 
case up to the third branch of the Government, the highest court in the land - the Supreme 
Court. And the Supreme Court hears the arguments, reads the briefs, and hands down a decision; 
saying either that the man was denied an accurate interpretation of the law as Congress passed it, 
or that the law itself is unconstitutional. This is not an imagined case -it has happened. And 
the Supreme Court ruled that a citizen of any color is entitled to "separate but equal" facilities. 5 
Now it may be easy to have two dining rooms and serve the same food. But it gets to be pretty 
difficult to keep whites and negroes apart if a university, for instance, is required to run two law 
schools or two medical schools, with equally expert teachers and equally elaborate equipment. 
That's what the Supreme Court told the University of Texas last year, with the result that the 
University of Texas grudgingly had to admit a Negro into its law school for the first time, as an 
equal, receiving the same instruction in the same place. 6 
Only the Supreme Court can uphold or abolish the laws that Congress makes. 
This is what is meant by a balance of powers. You might notice that the Constitution was 
written after a long and bloody and successful battle against a tyrannical king. And the original 
idea behind the balance of power theory was that if the President was given the power to initiate 
laws, and the Congress to modify or reject them, and there was a Supreme Court to sit as the 
5 Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) was a deliberate test, but Homer Plessy did not carry it out on his own. 
Louisiana had passed a law in 1890 requiring separate, though equal, cars for blacks and whites on trains. 
Since it was not a rule by a private business, but a law, a group called the Citizens Committee to Test the 
Separate Car Act asked Plessy to sit in a white car. The Supreme Court, after state courts had ruled against 
Plessy, validated racial segregation under the Constitution, provided that separate accommodations were 
equal. 
6 In Sweatt v. Painter (1950), the court invalidated the university's rejection of Sweatt on the basis of 
race and its intention to set up a separate law school for black students, on grounds that such a school could 
not possibly be equal to the existing law school. 
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arbiter; Americans would not be likely to wake up one morning and fmd itself with a dictator on 
its hand; or- as they said in those days - a tyrant. 
So, you have a two-party system with a difference . . . a tug of war in which the President, 
unlike a Prime Minister, takes no part. He takes no part, except to throw a smoke bomb 
occasionally in the eyes of the opposition, and jump in as end man for his side. 'Throw the 
rascals out' is, of course the perennial cry, wherever you have a two-party system.7 Perhaps the 
incurable weakness of the two-party system is that it makes the out-party always a destructive 
party. This perpetual tug of war- this tug of war is even more persistent in the United States 
because the Constitution arranges for the President to have great separate powers, which the 
Congress must challenge and the Supreme Court pass upon. Conflict - especially conflict 
between the President and the Congress - is the rule, the actual decreed arrangement of the 
American System. And it has been so throughout American history. 
Unfortunately, millions of people who argue and vote know much less than they imagine 
about American history. And so every generation you hear the bitter complaint that this President 
- whoever he may be - is a no-good President because be fights all the time with Congress; 
and that what you need is a President who can get along with Congress. This is rather like saying 
that a mongoose that attacks a cobra at night is a poor sort of mongoose and ought to be replaced 
with one that makes up to cobras and lies down with them. It ain't ever happened, in natural 
history, or in Washington, and it isn't likely to. 
So there is something ve1y unreal about the atmosphere in which elections are fought. They 
are given an air of stability by having to conform to another rule of the book: the Constitution-
1789, remember- says that the House of Representatives shall be reelected every two years-
those are, so to speak, the M.P.'s from electoral districts. The Senate shall be reelected every six 
7 The origin of the expression, for voting politicians out of office, appears to be ancient and unknown. 
101 
years - two Senators for every state, no matter how big or small. 8 The President every four 
years. And Mr. Truman has another two years left. So all the speculation about the present 
election campaign, which is now hot and heavy, is whether the Republicans can win enough seats 
in the Senate to defeat any new legislation the President brings up. So that President Truman may 
find himself tied hand and foot, the next two years the President's party (the Democrats) will be 
unable to get a working majority; and in 1952, the country- seeing that the Democrats are 
powerless -will bow to the inevitable and elect a Republican President and a heavily 
Republican Congress.9 
That in a nutshell is the Republican hope. The Democrats' hope of course is simpler still: it is 
to stay in power. The Republicans have been out of power for twenty-two years. Because 
Franklin Roosevelt, who started this melancholy era for Republicanism, was an unusually strong 
President, and because the trend of his government, and that of Mr. Truman, has been left of 
centre; the opposition party, the Republicans, have become more and more conservative, more 
and more a party of the right. For once it is possible to answer that anxious old English question 
-what's the difference between a Republican and a Democrat- by saying that on the whole 
the Democrats have moved from the Left to the centre under Roosevelt, and back again a little to 
the Left under Truman. The Republicans have in horror, and in the hope of becoming a solid and 
recognizable opposition, moved farther to the Right. 
This election is therefore not so much an election over hard issues of foreign and domestic 
policy. It is an election to decide whether the American people shall go on moving in the 
direction of the New Deal, or shall abandon it. The force of world history has been such that there 
is no longer a sharp party cleavage over America's interest in foreign affairs. The words 
8 Article I, Section 3, clause 2 provides that that Senate seats are divided into thirds, with one third 
coming up for election every two years. In the House, all seats are up for election every two years. 
9 In 1950, the Democrats lost twenty-seven seats in the House and five in the Senate, but retained 
control of both houses. 
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'interventionist' and 'isolationist' have become meaningless as party labels,- a fact that is the 
most revolutionary American fact in the last ten years and perhaps the most revolutionary in all 
A . h" 10 mencan tstory. 
I shall not confuse you by naming names or multiplying the regional issues that the two 
parties are fighting all over the country. One man's campaign is being followed more than any 
other ten men's campaigns combined. It is the campaign of Senator Taft in Ohio. 11 Although Mr. 
Dewey is the nominal head of the Republican party - and will almost certainly be elected 
Governor of New York again- Senator Taft is the party's leader in Congi"ess. 12 This year he is 
up for reelection. Few people know or care about the name of his opponent. The great question 
is, - will Taft beat the industrial labor unions, who have organized all their forces against him in 
the state. Not for nothing is Senator Taft stopping at every crossroads, at every small town and 
village in Ohio. His strength is the conservative, sceptical body of Midwestern farmers. Taft is a 
symbol of the Republicans at bay, with their heels in Republicanism challenging the whole trend 
of the welfare state -because Taft is at once the most distinguished Republican in Congress, the 
best brain, the most honest, and the most uncompromisingly against the whole trend of American 
government since 1933. 
So if you want to know how the wind blows in America by the easy device of wetting your 
finger, watch next Wednesday for the returns from Ohio. It is really Taft v. Truman. One 
Midwesterner against another. Taft- a mild mannered, intellectual, immensely hard-working 
man; a decent, intelligent, profoundly sincere Conservative - a prudent man who always has his 
10 Interventionist: "The principle or policy of interfering, especially in international and economic 
affairs." OED. Isolationist: "In U.S. politics, one who thinks the Republic ought to pursue a policy of 
political isolation." OED. The latter applies especially to the American political movement in the late 
1930s which opposed involvement in European and Asian conflicts. OED 
11 Robert A. Taft. See Letter 23 (18 August 1946). 
12 Thomas E. Dewey (1902-1971), governor 1942-55, unsuccessful Republican candidate for president 
in 1944 and 1948. 
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galoshes at hand, prefers government reports to soothing rhetoric; and puts little stock in back-
slapping or dulcet oratory- 'I am afraid,' he once said, 'I am not very glamorous.' And truth be 
told, he has a round bald head, opaque glasses, a homely mouth, a face as guileless as a 
grapefruit. 13 And -in this comer- weighing one hundred and eighty-five, trim, blithe, shrewd, 
a Jacksonian Democrat from Jackson County, Missouri- Harry Truman. It is as exciting as Joe 
Louis v. Ezzard Charles, but a much closer match. 14 Taft's fight for the Senate is a political 
weathervane.15 It will be interpreted as such, anyway, and that might amount to the same thing 
-a long-range forecast of the American political weather in 1952. Taft- the bitter, keen, 
thoughtful Conservative -who believes in his bones that the best of America was betrayed by 
the tum that Roosevelt took when he went to the White House. Or Truman- a spunky, tough, 
and adroit little farmer, superb committeeman, and deceptive fighter against long odds - who 
believes just as sincerely in his bones that the tum that Roosevelt called was the true direction of 
American life in the twentieth century and that it is a direction that must be kept. Good Night. 
[ts, ts2, tr] 
13 opaque: i.e., thick? 
14 Heavyweight champion Charles defeated Louis, who was trying to make a comeback at age 36, in 
fifteen rounds , 27 September 1950. 
15 Taft was easily re-elected. 
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LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 203 
[Recorded 18 January 1951 for broadcast 26 January 1951] 
[The fears of the Cold War, and with the intervention of China in the Korean War, leads 
Cooke to defend Americans for admitting the wish for a nuclear solution to the war.] 
Good Evening. I have had a lot of letters from people who seem to have misunderstood a 
remark I made in a rather gloomy talk I gave to you during the dark first week in December. It 
was, you need hardly be reminded, the low point of our fortunes in Asia- when the Chinese 
intervention in Korea became a massive movement of something like two hundred thousand 
trained Chinese soldiers. I had been down in Washington, in its worst week in history, and I tried 
to report to you faithfully the weave, and possibly the warp - of opinion as you heard it voiced 
in every hand. 16 I mentioned the fact- the undoubted fact- that across America many a bitter 
and bewildered farmer, shopkeeper, taxi driver and what have you- muttered in anger 'Oh, for 
heaven's sake, let's drop that bomb.' Now I have not met anybody who after a moment's or a 
day's reflection seriously proposes dropping that bomb unless a deliberate major aggression in 
the heart of Europe compels us - in extreme self-defense, to fall back on our deterrent weapon. 
I was simply quoting the boiling irritation, and the sense of futility, of a very small number of 
Americans at the moment it seemed clear America was to get its first big licking in history. 17 
16 In weaving, the warp consists of usually heavier threads strung first, lengthwise, on the loom, into 
which the weft or woof threads are intertwined. 
17 The number included senior policymakers. In July, General Douglas MacArthur proposed use of 
nuclear weapons in a message to the Joint Chiefs of Staff: "I would cut them off in North Korea ... I 
visualise a cul-de-sac .... I see here a unique use for the atomic bomb- to strike a blocking blow-
which would require a six months' repair job." The joint chiefs refused, but use of nuclear weapons 
remained under active consideration for the next year. Bruce Cumings, "Why Did Truman Really Fire 
MacArthur?," George Mason University History News Network, http: //hnn.us/articles/9245.htrnl. Bruce 
Cumings, The Origins of the Korean War (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990). 
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Let nobody assume that Americans are more crass or unfeeling than other peoples. That 
remark was spat out in desperation- a short of bad-boy gesture- not much unlike the remark I 
heard last summer from English people who, when the Korean war started and it looked like an 
exclusively American war- said- 'Well, now it's the Americans' tum- now they' llleam 
what Dunkirk felt like.' 
Please- don't tell me that you didn't hear anybody say such an outrageous thing. I did. 
And I put it down as a natural instinctive thing to say from anyone fed up with eleven years of 
austerity and the anxiety that goes with it. 18 Our instincts after all have never heard of morality, or 
its genteel cousin- good manners. 19 And I think it is absurd to get hot and bothered over bad 
temper, especially when it comes- as it did both times- from people who are no more and no 
less compassionate than you and I. 
I'm sure that some New Yorkers spat out this idea. But it doesn't make them or their wives 
any the less anxious over the children corning home, as they do these days, to tell about the 
weekly drills they are having -the dropping on the ground or under desks, the covering of their 
18 and the anxiety that goes with it.] , who still had the memory rankling of the jeering that went on 
over here during the phony war. tr. Phony war: popular name for the period between September 1939, 
when war was declared between the United Kingdom and Germany, and May 1940, when fighting broke 
out, and to American isolationist skepticism about the war. Austerity: In English usage, the name for the 
severe economic policies of the Labour government of Clement Attlee, elected in 1945. The six-year 
period of rationing and price controls was blamed on Attlee, bitterly known by some as "Austerity 
Attlee." See Michael Sissons and Philip French, eds. Age of Austerity: 1945-1951 (London: Hodder & 
Stoughton, 1963). The term "age of austerity" has come into wide use in the U.K. and the U.S. for 
anticifated periods of cost-cutting and belt-tightening, particularly of government-funded social services. 
1 genteel: "Having the habits characteristic of superior station; that ranks or claims to rank above the 
commonality on the ground of manners or style ofliving .... (Now chiefly with sarcastic implication.)" 
OED. The English, more than American, sense of this word is one of disparagement of those who pretend 
to upper-class manners. OED adds: "A few years before the middle of the 19th cent. the word was much 
ridiculed as being characteristic of those who are possessed with a dread of being taken for 'common 
people', or who attach exaggerated importance to supposed marks of social superiority." AC applies it in 
Letter 614 (17 January 1960) to what he sees as white Americans' excessive delicacy in avoidance of any 
word that might offend black people. See also Letter 2824 ( 4 April2003), AC's reference to Americans' 
use of a euphemism such as "passed away" for "died" as "what the Fowler Brothers might have called a 
genteelism." 
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faces , and all the other rules we are learning- against the thought that another nation may one 
day do what some of us wished in anger and bewilderment- namely, drop that bomb. 
The New Yorker magazine this week mentions that there are already three groups of people 
on this island, this Manhattan which has more humans moving to the square inch than some 
places have to the square mile. They are the people who have the means to leave if they cared to 
but stay. Those who are too poor to choose and stay. And those who can leave and do. 
So far I know nobody who has the means to move and has done so. 
Why then should New York's millions be here and have no plans to be anywhere else? 
Because they are in a groove (aren't we all)? Because they would be ashamed to leave? Yes, I 
think so. Because what must be must be? Yes, even more people, I think, feel that. I heard a man 
the other evening quote- and with a smile- Dr. Johnson's famous couplet from The Vanity of 
Human Wishes: 
Hope not for life from grief or danger free 
Nor think the doom of man reversed for thee20 
But there is something else. And the New Yorker is sharp to say it.21 The New Yorker found 
one man, a soldier who said if he could afford it, he'd buy a home in the country for his parents 
and build them a cellar made of lead, just in case. 
To which the New Yorker gives this text for the times: "We would not try to argue that it is 
sensible of human beings to continue living in big cities during the atomic age, but we are fairly 
sure of one thing: the lead cellar of this soldier indicates that if fear is part of a person's baggage, 
it doesn't make much difference where he dwells; he will carry his bomb with him. The only way 
to dwell in cities these days, whether it be wise or foolish, is in the conviction that the city itself is 
a monument of one's own making, to which each shall be faithful in his fashion." 
20 The Vanity of Human Wishes, 11. 155-56 
21 sha1p] shrewd tr 
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I think that's just about the last word. 
I'm sorry to bring up again however, a topic that few people talk about- but- much more 
significant- everybody jokes about in a weary, off-hand way. I think it does explain a lot of the 
irritation that goes on between friends- even between friendly nations.22 And looking over some 
English magazines, I must say that there had to be an irrational explanation for some of the 
fuming and snarling and suspicion of America.23 I guess when the choice of friends is between 
America and Russia, a lot of Britons must say amen to that caricature of David Low's which was 
widely reproduced and chuckled over on this side.Z4 It was the one that showed a woeful Briton, 
head in hand -looking up to an American politician, with an Indian headdress and a tomahawk 
in his hand, screaming into a microphone. "What a headache sometimes" the Briton says "to be 
with America". He then has another picture- it is of Stalin holding a sack, and carrying a 
rope, and coaxing the dreamer with his index finger. And the caption under that says - "But to 
be without it- 0 Lor!"25 
Now, the assumption on which a lot of you I think feel this way is that the choice of 
friendship cannot be as it would be in an ideal world, between black and white; but must be - as 
surely it nearly always is -between black and gray. The only danger of this assumption is that 
once you resign yourself to the grayness of America as an idea, you may very well come to 
believe anything about this county that shows her less than lily-white.26 I am shocked for 
instance to read Liberal papers and magazines in Britain which off-handedly assume that because 
22 it] this bomb business tr 
23 irrational: That is, a rational explanation of irrational hostility. 
24 David Alexander Cecil Low (1891-1963), New Zealand-born British cartoonist celebrated for 
satirical depictions of the Axis dictators, and of Stalin. 
25 picture] dream tr 
26 That is, if you come to believe that America readily compromises on its political principles, you 
might become cynical about its commitment to those principles. AC overlooks (see also Letter 74 [14 
April1948]) the racial undertones of these color tropes: black as bad (or at least "less than" white), lily-
white as pure and irreproachable, gray as a dull medium. See also: "lily-white . . . In favour of, 
committed to, or pertaining to a policy of racial segregation. orig. U.S." OED 
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the President's Civil Rights programme, and especially his Fair Employment Practices Act, hasn't 
a ghost of a chance in the new Congress, that America has relapsed into indifference to its race 
relations, and has thrown up its historic freedoms. The main quarrel of many congressmen over 
that act is the method the President would use to bring about reforms the country is more and 
more ready to accept. In fact a good deal of intelligent- and even brave- objection to the 
President's Fair Employment Act in the South comes from the very Southerners who in the past 
fifteen years and increasingly since the war, have revolutionized Southern habits and practices in 
dealing with Negroes, and believe they can do more in their own time and way than the 
government can do by force. I had better say by the way that New York State has a fair 
employment act, put through by Governor Dewey, and that in this state there is a code of equal 
rights for every American, no matter what his color, religion or race. If a Negro comes to you for 
a job, or an Italian or a Jew, you have to be awfully careful that you weigh his qualifications 
rather more closely than you would an Anglo-Saxon. He may presume you turned him down for 
other reasons than his fitness for the job. And if he does, and can muster enough evidence, he 
will pull you into court. 
There is an outfit, with a long and brave history, called the American Civil Liberties Union. 
It has long been the protector and defender of minorities. It does not look at American life 
through rosy spectacles. And it does not mince words. Well, it has just finished a survey of the 
state of civil liberties in America at the end of 1950. 
These are their fmdings. The bad news from Korea, the fear of another World War, and the 
ce11ainty of who the enemy will be if it comes have understandably threatened freedom of 
opinion in newspapers, public meetings, and in schools and universities. There is more hostility 
than at any time since the 1920s towards Communists and left-wingers. Do you wonder? And 
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most Americans- the figures leave no room for doubt- support the Subversive Control Act.27 
Many newspapers deplore the growing and rash habit of finding people 'guilty by association' . 
There is a general trend towards making schoolmasters, and city officials take 'loyalty oaths.' 
But even here -you should know there are a lot of places that will have no truck with a loyalty 
oath. Philadelphia's City Council threw out the idea. And so did the Mayor of St. Louis. 
That is the black- or let's say- greyish-black- side of the picture. But the Civil 
Liberties people report, and it must have been a shock even to them- that race relations have 
improved out of recognition in these last- supposedly reactionary -years. Five states now 
have fair employment laws. The South reports a rapid rise of Negroes from the lowest jobs to 
factories , to skilled jobs, - a growing number ofNegroes on town councils, and in three 
Southern cities the calm acceptance of Negro street-car conductors, and Negro policem~n on 
equal terms- of pay and promotion and authority- with the whites.28 One of the great 
victories of decent equality was the opening last year in Missouri -which is geographically a 
border state but in all its folkways a Southern state -of a municipal swimming pool to both 
races. There was a riot. The pool was closed. It was opened again under police protection. And 
now it is wide open- without incident and without strain. 
The Supreme Court has told universities that if they cannot give literally 'equal' facilities for 
the education ofNegroes as of whites, then their Negroes must be taken in at the same time and in 
the same place. The southern railways have in the last couple of years dropped the curtains which 
27 The Subversive Activities Control Act of 1950, known as the McCarran Act (named for its chief 
sponsor, Nevada senator Patrick McCarran), required all subversive organizations to register with the 
Department of Justice. Under the law, repealed in 1993, members of such groups could be denied 
citizenship or banned from the country. In 1952, McCarran cosponsored the McCarran-Walter Act, which 
set a quota of 100 on immigrants from the British West Indies. One effect ofthe law was redirection of 
Caribbean emigrants, who had traditionally come to the United States, to the United Kingdom, which, in 
response to the increased influx, eventually enacted racial restrictions of its own. See Monica Jardine, 
"Caribbean Migrations: The Caribbean Diaspora," in Carole Boyce Davies, ed., The Encyclopedia of the 
African Diaspora: Origins, Experiences, and Culture (Santa Barbara, Calif.: ABC-CLIO, 2008), 252. 
Also see Letter 54 (26 June 1947), n. 108. 
28 councils 1\ and in] and nominated for them, tr 
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always separated negroes from whites dining on trains. The Southern railways no longer have 
coaches reserved for negroes only. The mere sight of Negroes mingling with whites on trains and 
busses in the South may seem like a small thing to you. 29 To anyone who has known America for 
twenty or thirty years - or even for five - it is a prodigious change. 
I expect to be going South again soon. But I know that two years ago, I was struck 
everywhere by the extent of citizen's committees- mixed white and colored- meeting 
together on educational and housing matters. The best-looking housing project I have ever seen 
was a huge one- exclusively- this time exclusively for Negroes- just outside Savannah, 
Georgia. I asked a poor white woman in a garage how she felt about it. 'Ain't no reason ' she 
said 'why they shouldn't live in places like anybody else.' These places were very much better 
than her own home. 'Just don't want to eat and sleep with 'em, that's all' she added. These old 
attitudes will take a long time to wear out. 30 And it is the contention of Southern liberals that they 
can't be forced out- as President Truman threatened- by federal laws, with soldiers looking 
on. 
None of these changes I have mentioned would have seemed possible in the high, crusading 
years of the New Deal. And in these matters President Roosevelt bowed to centuries of custom. 31 
They have happened in the big, bad years of the Cold War, in the years when old admirers of 
America - looking at her from Europe - have tended to sigh and say America was relapsing. 32 
There is far less talk today about the negro ' s lot than there was during the New Deal years. But 
29 The implication, if not explicitly stated, is that segregation on trains and buses had been abolished, 
or was on the way to being so. In fact, segregation on buses and trains, within cars, remained until the 
1960s and was the provocation of the Montgomery bus boycott. See Letter 471 (23 December 1956) and 
Appendix A, "The Boycott City." 
30 wear out 1\. ] - and may never do tr 
31 And in ... custom.] del tr. At the time of AC's writing, the segregation laws, including those of 
public facilities, were little more than fifty years old, enacted largely between 1890 and 1910. See C. 
Vann Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 
1966). 
32 
relapsing] regressing tr 
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there is far more being done- more than Franklin Roosevelt thought politically feasible. More, 
I should add, than Lincoln in his greatest moments would ever have dreamed was a living 
possibility. When you think of the Senator waving his tomahawk, think too of young Southerners 
brought up in generations of segregation, waving their hands- a little awkwardly, a little shyly 
- at their college classmates going across the campus with books in their arms - equals with 
dark skins. Good Night. [ts, tr] 
LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 209 
[Recorded 28 February 1951 for broadcast 16 March 1951] 
[A response to complaints from listeners about Letter 203, preceding.] 
Good Evening. From time to time it becomes necessary to point out that Americans are 
human beings, just like you. But the point about national character, if there is any such thing, is 
that it is the same old human juices adjusting to different local conditions. Why don't Americans 
walk? Why are there no footpaths across fields, why do the footpaths end with the pavement at 
the edge of small country towns, so that you walk on the cement of the highway or not at all? 
And why, if you 'went for a walk' (a strictly English idiom) three or four miles outside a country 
town would a passing automobile be likely to stop and offer you a lift? Because the man naturally 
would think your car had broken down or you had suffered some other misery. 
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Is non-walking a new symptom of a theme which I am told is very much the thing these days 
among young English intellectuals and university students? - the theme of' American 
decadence'? No, I regret to tell you it is not. I have a book on my shelves by an English traveler 
in the eighteen thirties who marvels at the same thing- Americans do not walk.33 He goes into 
this knotty problem and comes up with the conect answer. In the summer most places the heat is 
drenching. And in places where it is constant- in the South and right across the West- the 
inhabitants not only don't walk, they stay out of the sun, and if they have to walk at midday they 
walk in the shade. Many western and southern towns are so built that the shops and houses have 
overhanging balconies right along, to throw a deep shade. And in winter- in the old days -
the roadways were knee-deep in mud, and the fields either like bogs or icebergs. You travelled by 
coach or horse. Now you travel by automobile- and out West, if you are a rancher or a farmer, 
you go by horse. Out West, by the way, they also have theories about decadence. School 
children in Colorado or Wyoming or Texas or California, if they live close to mountains and wide 
spaces, think there is something very queer, not soft but impractical, about anybody who can't 
ride a horse. 
Nothing is more unlovely in human nature than superiority to somebody else's habits. And a 
great many issues that bedevil our relations across the Atlantic, and spoil the possibility of rich 
and rewarding friendship, is the assumption people make that political opinions are formed by 
just sitting down and taking thought. They nearly always grow out of local differences of 
condition and habit. I have been rebuked by some undoubtedly generous people for seeming in a 
recent talk to suggest that everything about the life ofNegroes in the United States is now just 
dandy. I meant to suggest no such thing. I did say that there has been a revolution in the decade 
about the American white man's thinking about the rights of Negroes; that in Georgia, which had 
33 English traveler: possibly James Stuart, Three Years in North America, 2 vols. (New York, 1833; 
Edinburgh and London, 1933). 
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generations of tradition of regarding the Negro either as a devoted and well-cared for servant or 
as a serf, as slave, in that State there is the best low-rent housing project I have ever seen, and it 
is exclusively for Negroes. 34 It may not be much, but it's a step- and a praiseworthy one. If 
you are a mother of daughters in a town where forty percent of population is colored, you tend to 
ask yourself the question, 'Would I want my daughter to grow up and marry a Negro? ' To 
intellectuals, I understand, this is a lamentable, a vulgar question. But in such places it is a real 
one. And the realistic answer, for our time and place, is I suppose that if, in our culture and with 
our customs, your daughter insisted on it, she would have to be a girl eager for suffering.35 To 
inhabitants ofPortland, Maine or Sheffield, Yorkshire, the question simply doesn't come up, 
except as an intellectual proposition. We all-liberals and people on the left- discuss these 
things always in the abstract. 36 Because that is the way you can procure the most self-esteem for 
the least honesty.37 The point is that in parts of the United States where the life and labor of the 
town are vitally interwoven with colored people, relations are changing, there is a slow steady 
revolution going on. I ought to say, by the way, that even two generations ago, the life of a Negro 
in New York or even New Orleans was something indescribably better than anything known 
today to the negroes of Johannesburg. We still have a long way to go, but in the United States a 
man like Herman Talmadge, the Governor of Georgia, is an object of dislike and contempt by 
many, many Americans.38 He could be a far more respected figure in South Africa. 
And I see where an English magazine says that everybody in the United States is creeping 
about these days unable to raise his voice in the defense of anybody suspected of being or having 
34 devoted, /\ and] and I should say, tr 
35 In the South, she could not insist, since intermarriage was a crime. See Letter 54 (26 June 1947). 
36 
- liberals and people on the left - ] del tr 
37 honesty] discomfort tr 
38 Herman Talmadge (1913-2002), son of Eugene Talmadge- see Letters 20 (28 July 1946) and 23 
(31 July 1946)- govemer 1948-55, U.S. senator 1956-81. While regarded as relatively progressive, 
especially in comparison with his race-baiting father, he was long an unyielding segregationist. In the 
1970s, however, with legal segregation destroyed, he tried to make amends to black voters. 
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been a Communist.39 This is rubbish. I have never had the desire to tie America up in pink 
ribbons for British consumption. And this is a hard period, a period everywhere of suspicion and 
prejudice and much cowardice. But there is much resistance too, not only from organized groups 
in cities, but direct resistance from the neighbors in small communities. There is, it is true, the 
wild absurdity of an archery association in California, which now demands a loyalty oath of its 
members, before they can shoot an anow into the air.40 But there are also people, for instance, 
like a former State Department official whose name came into a Congressional committee 
hearing, who was accused ofbeing a Communist and who was subject to the kind ofrumour and 
half-truth that flourish in the fear of Soviet Russia.41 He lives in a small town in Virginia. He 
told how the day after the accusation broke in the papers, the shopkeepers who bought his eggs, 
and the farmer who sold him feed, came around and said to him- 'until you've gone through a 
court and these things have been proved, you are our neighbor and a good friend. Take it easy, 
man' they said.42 And the little deputation left its feed and picked up its eggs and went about its 
business. This young man, an intellectual type and not, you would think, a sort that farmers 
anywhere take to, was overcome. He wrote 'This little community, in which I am a comparative 
newcomer, has been wonderful to me.' His testament to their decency is not the kind of thing that 
makes headlines and never did. 
Or, many of you have been reading, in the last month of so, about the New York basketball 
scandal.43 It is a miserable thing. There is no escaping the fact that something in the idealism to 
which these boys had been subjected, the prevailing view of what a small college is for, is poor 
and distorted. Let me give you a little background on that story. You know that the four great 
39 his 1\ voice] lonely tr 
40 
"I shot an arrow into the air, I It fell to earth, I knew not where;" Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, 
The Arrow and the Song. 
41 accused 1\ of] , to his horror, tr 
42 around 1\ and] to his little farm tr 
43 scandal 1\ . ] , in which some young college players accepted bribes from gamblers tr 
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American popular games are baseball in summer; football, which goes on only till November, for 
after that football fields are in such a hopeless freeze or a morass that the game would be 
practically impossible. Why Americans don't play football after Christmas, you see, is the same 
reason they never learned to 'go for a walk.' After Christmas, and for the rest ofthe winter, the 
two great games are indoor ones: hockey (which here means ice hockey) and basketball . 
Basketball has come up in the last few years. It is a fast game, very exciting to watch. It calls for 
a lot of stamina, and is a young man' s game. It is a college game. Lately college basketball 
moved out of the college gymnasium into city stadiums, -Madison Square Garden for instance. 
The people who now say that the public spectacle of college basketball was a mistake from the 
start are not civic fathers but sports writers,who have poured on the heads of these small colleges 
the indignation that many Europeans have Spent, in a sloppier way, on the United States, which 
can expose college boys to the great big world. There is no doubt that in a country where colleges 
are counted in the thousands, lots of ambitious boards of regents try to earn by a winning football 
or basketball team the national prestige they ought to seek through their scholarship and the 
quality of the men they tum out. 
Well, a dozen or more young men- in the bright lights of Madison Square Garden-
yielded to the big money dangled by the gamblers. They were first-class players and ahead of 
them, when they left college, were swift and terribly profitable careers as professionals. 
But who tipped off the District Attorney's office, who unea1ihed this scandal and set it 
echoing around a city that takes a pride in the name ofNew York? A civic commission? A city 
father? No. A beefy, hard-bitten sports editor on an evening newspaper that European 
Americophobes would not deign to touch as typical specimen of a ' reactionary' chain.44 Max 
44 Americophobes: Or Americanophobes. "Americanophobia: fear or dislike of the United States or 
its culture. 1949 New York Times, 21 Feb. 'Our military aid ... was useless, and only excited 
Americanophobia among the Communists.'" OED 
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Kase is the name.45 He had a hunch for some time that the gamblers were on suspiciously 
friendly terms with famous college players. He rolled out of his office and started to leg it around 
town.46 He went into gambling places, he kept his ears open, he asked and talked and put one 
thing with another. He got his staff of sports writers to do the same thing. In time he found out 
the name of the fixer. Now he could have shrugged it off, out of good sense and a healthy concern 
for his own comfort. He didn't. He went to the District Attorney and broke his story. The 
Distlict Attorney was already in there with the evidence on the first little group. But thanks to 
Mr. Kase he arrested the others. Many newspapers closed down on all selections of basketball 
games. It was the sports writers and the Broadway columnist who to a man told the colleges to 
put the game back in the gymnasiums. 
City life and city government in America is never comfortable. You cannot- for one 
important thing, - depend on a homogeneous population and a common concern for 
respectability.47 And in this city,- which is as town-proud as any a good public servant will not 
pass up the smell of graft or bribery because it would look bad or because it's 'human nature.' 
Mr. Thomas Murphy, New York's new police commissioner, has not exposed a corrupt police 
force. He exposed corruption among some policemen.48 He insisted that all policemen must be 
above suspicion. And, let the chips fall where they may, he has ransacked the entire police 
department for dishonesties that in some other places are thought routine. And sacked the entire 
plain clothes detail because as a confidential squad, confidence in them must be absolute. He 
cannot help it if that is just the sort of thing the Communists in France and Italy and Moscow leap 
on with delight as a sign of American 'decadence.' 
45 Max Kase (1898-1974) wrote for the New York Journal-American, a Hearst tabloid, from 1938-66. 
His exclusive story on the college basketball scandal won the Pulitzer Prize in 1952. 
46 office /\ and]] one day - and he has quite a roll - tr 
47 respectability. /\ ] Respectability is not particularly an American characteristic. tr 
48 Thomas F. Murphy (1906-1995), New York police commissioner 1950-51. 
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Good government is always a battle. And nowhere more than in the United States, a country 
where many races and many traditions were thrown together and where you have to work harder 
than most other places to boil all these elements down to an essence that can become a workable 
American tradition. In every decade, the scandals don't uncover themselves. They are uncovered 
by brave men. And you may be sure that, as every American generation dies off, there will be 
plenty for whom the trumpets will sound, as they did for Mr. Valiant for Truth, on the other 
side.49 Good Night. [ts, tr] 
LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 212A50 
[Recorded 12 March 1951 for broadcast 13 April1951] 
[A paean to Confederate General Robert E. Lee.] 
Good Evening. Have you noticed how much more precious the Spring is getting to be these 
years, or is it just an American feeling? I'm thinking of the fearful monotone of anxiety through 
which we live our winters now. The wars and rumours of war, the threat of spring invasions, the 
49 John Bunyan, Pilgrim 's Progress, X: "Then they went on; and just at the place where Little-faith 
formerly was robbed, there stood a man with his Sword drawn, and his Face all bloody. Then said Mr 
Great-heart, What art thou? The man made answer, saying, I am one whose name is Valiant-for-truth. I am 
a Pilgrim, and am going to the Coelestial City." 
50 AC used the number 212 twice in a row, apparently discovered it later, and renumbered this letter 
so as not to renumber the successors. 
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crises at Lake Success, the almost guilty hope that we can squeeze through another session of 
Congress and come out like the groundhog and the turtle to a lighter and more carefree time. 51 
In another week or two the steam heat will stop ticking in our radiators. The baseball teams 
have ended their winter training in Florida and Arizona, and grown men who argued through the 
winter about Korea and Tito and price control now daydream about Joe DiMaggio sinking back 
on his right knee and whamming a homer out of the ground. 52 Do you smell through these words 
the smell of linseed oil and hear the clatter of bats and the flop of pads in the dressing room?53 
In every country certain seasons stir the national memory of great events. The spring is such 
a time in America and April especially. 'April is the cruellest month', wrote an American poet, 
'mixing memory and desire. ' 54 Lincoln was shot in April, and Franklin Roosevelt collapsed and 
died in Georgia six years ago this morning. Every anniversary since that day six years ago, a 
hard-bitten news agency has put out as an epitaph the great poem that Whitman wrote one year 
after the death of Lincoln, as the same forgotten flowers came up again: 'When lilacs last in the 
dooryard bloomed. ' 55 Most of all, though, we recall that Civil War started and ended in April, 
and we cling in this age of violence a little wistfully to the last anecdote of that war, to the 
profound and civilized memory of the 9111 of April, 1865, because the Civil War was not only the 
first modem war but the last romantic war, and it ended on a note of that chivalry that used to be a 
51 Rumours of war: "And ye shall hear of wars and rumours of wars: see that ye be not troubled: for 
all must come to pass, but the end is not yet." Matthew 24:6 KJV 
52 Joseph Paul DiMaggio (1914-1999), New York Yankees outfielder, 1936-51. ground: i.e., out of 
the baseball park. 
53 Pads: probably a reference to cricket (at which young AC was proficient), since baseball players 
(save the catcher) do not wear pads. 
54 
"April is the cruellest month, breeding I Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing I Memory and desire, 
stirring I Dull roots with spring rain." T.S. Eliot, The Waste Land, I. The Burial of the Dead, lll-5. 
55 
"When lilacs last in the dooryard bloom'd I And the great star early droop'd in the western sky in the 
night, I I mourn'd, and yet shall mourn with ever-returning spring." Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass 1891-
2, p. 255. AC elides line 2 of Eliot, with its reference to lilacs. For Whitman, the return of the lilac is a 
poignant reminder of the dead; for Eliot, a bitter and sinister sign. 
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code and now seems to have gone the way of jousting knights and Sir Walter Raleigh' s cloak in 
the rain. 
In the month before the end came, a northern anny had destroyed every growing thing in the 
Shenandoah Valley so that, as somebody said, 'a crow flying over it would have had to carry his 
own rations. ' 56 The southern annies were beaten, hungty, divided and deserting. The great army 
of Northern Virginia was down to about 25,000 men, bivouacked for the last night against odds of 
about nine to one. The last railroad that brought food to Lee's army was captured. On the night 
of the 8111, General Grant of the federal army had a sick headache and sat with his feet in hot water 
and mustard and plasters on his neck. A mile or two away at Appomattox, Lee looked up to the 
high puffmg clouds and saw the reflection of Grant's campfires on three sides. He sent a note to 
Grant to discuss peace but not to surrender. Grant had to refuse. 
Next morning Lee decided to cut his way out. But the odds were hopeless and after a stiff 
fight against oncoming infantry and cavalry, Lee put out a white flag. At last the word got 
through to Grant and his suspicious generals agreed to a two-hour all-quiet. Lee's final surrender 
come through just before noon. Grant rode off to a little two-storey brick house by an apple 
orchard. Grant had never expected the end so soon and arrived at the place in a battle blouse, no 
coat, his trousers tucked into top-boots muddied from the ride. He was forty-two, with a grizzled 
black beard and an open shirt. He walked in and met the graceful idol of the South, -a modest, 
erect, enormously handsome man of fifty-eight with a big upper body, brown liquid eyes, a fine 
head, graying hair, moustache and beard. Lee had put on a new dress uniform, a sash and sword. 
'What his feelings were,' said Grant afterward, 'I do not know .. .. he was a man of such dignity, 
with an impassable face.' Grant himself had come at a gallop in high spirits, his headache gone. 
But he felt suddenly 'sad and depressed.' 
56 The statement of intention to devastate the valley "so that a crow flying over it would have to carry 
his own rations" has been variously attributed to Union generals Grant and Philip Sheridan. 
120 
They sat down and talked about old army times. 57 It was so pleasant, and such a relief to 
Grant that he forgot what he was there for till Lee gently reminded him. Grant asked for a pen 
and his old ledger and wrote in his own hand the ultimate terms. - the surrender of the army of 
Northem Virginia, all arms and artillery to be stacked. It occurred to him it would be a 
humiliation to ask for the surrender of side arms. And it occurred to the farm boy from Ohio on a 
hint from Lee that the Southem countryside would have to be worked again if the defeated were 
to eat and live. Thus he came to write in the noble sentence: 'let every man of the Confederate 
army who claimed to own a horse or mule' take it home with him 'to work his little fam1' .58 Lee 
bowed at the table and said this would have 'a happy effect' on his men. He rose to leave and 
hesitated. There was one other thing. His men, he said, had been without food for days and lived 
entirely off parched com. Grant ordered rations for them all. They shook hands 'as cordial as we 
had met.' And it was all over. When the word got back to the Union lines, the men started letting 
off a salute of guns. Grant stopped it. 
Most of the Southemers went home. Many found their families lost, their homes bumed and 
farms scorched and wandered for a new life into Maryland, bringing - said a famous Marylander 
'no baggage save good manners and empty bellies. ' 59 
That is how the war ended, echoing in one clean encounter between the two commanders the 
marvellous clear trumpet promise of Lincoln's plea: 'Let us bind up the nation' s wounds ... with 
malice toward none. ' 60 
57 Grant had served under Lee during the Mexican War, and Lee remarked that he remembered him. 
58 A spoken, not a written, assurance. See Letter 3 (23 March 1946). 
59 
"My own native town of Baltimore was greatly enriched by their immigration, both culturally and 
materially; if it is less corrupt today than most other large American cities, then the credit belongs largely to 
Virginians, many of whom arrived with no baggage save good manners and empty bellies." H.L. Mencken, 
"The Calamity of Appomattox," The American Mercury, September 1930, 29-31. Mencken laments the 
Union victory, arguing that had the South won, the aristocratic class of southerners, such as Lee, would 
have contained the violent racism oflower-class whites, such as Theodore Bilbo (see Letter 18 [14 July 
1946]), and would have abolished slavery by the eighteen-eighties. For a longer quotation from this 
article, see Letter 403 (28 April 1955). 
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*********************** [row of asterisks in text] 
And how did the conquered commander take this? He took it in the way that was his nature, 
with a knightliness that has rarely been equaled. His traditional qualities live on, in professional 
soldiers I could name. And even in Ernest Hemingway's latest hero- for all his sour arrogance 
and fretting about his virility - the soldier's virtues of this dying tradition are taken for granted: 
magnanimity, respect for the enemy's humanity, obedience, chivalry to women.61 
Undoubtedly you have heard of Robert E. Lee, if only in the song about the steamboat that 
bore his name. But I should like to draw a little profile of him, since he is one of the great 
Americans of all time, and possibly one of the best human beings. 
He was the son of a Virginia family distinguished in public service since the time, only thirty 
years before that two of its members had signed the Declaration of Independence. 62 His father led 
Washington's cavalry and became the Governor ofVirginia.63 But that was his all. He was a gay, 
impulsive, improvident man, and up after a stretch in a debtor's prison, he was mutilated in a riot, 
drowning in debt and managed to get himself marooned in the West Indies. He never saw his 
seven children again. Robert was brought up by an invalid mother until, at about the age of 
twelve, he had to 'carry the keys', as they said, order the food, watch after the dwindling moneys 
and more or less bring up his mother. He went at eighteen to West Point, the United States 
Military Academy. He was gentle and very bright and came out second in his graduating year. 
He was put in the engineer corps and stayed there till he went off to the war with Mexico in 1846. 
He was then in his fortieth year. He served on the headquarters staff and got a strictly 
professional reputation for being tolerant of other people's convictions, for matching the enemy 
60 
"With malice toward none, with charity for all, ... let us strive on to finish the work we are in .... " 
Second Inaugural Address, 4 March 1965. 
61 Hemingway's hero: Richard Cantwell, in Across the River and Into the Trees, 1950. 
62 Francis Lightfoot Lee (1734-97) and Richard Henry Lee (1732-94). 
63 Henry "Light-Horse Harry" Lee (1756-1818). 
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in surprise and outwitting them in manoeuvre. He went out as a Colonel of cavalry into the 
Comanche Country and came back in his fifties to settle at Arlington in Virginia as a professional 
soldier with some leisure, little money, several children and an ailing wife. 64 He had long been 
depressed about the status of his slaves, ofanybody's slaves, and he freed them. 65 'Slavery' he 
wrote to his wife 'is a moral and political evil in any country .... a greater evil to the white than 
the black. ' 66 Three years later he had the unpleasant job of capturing John Brown at Harpers 
Ferry and closing an underground railway into freedom with which as a man he was all in 
sympathy. 
When the Civil War seemed inevitable, he was called back from service in Texas to 
Washington. It is one of the great ironies of military history that Lincoln, on the advice of a man 
who knew Lee's soldierly reputation, offered the command of the northern armies to Lee. He 
was then fifty three, thirty five years in the army, twenty two years spent in moving up from a 
Captain to a Lieutenant Colonel; a devoted, dutiful, austere soldier of the Victorian sort pretty 
much, he must have thought, at the end of his career. He could be the generalissimo of the 
Union. He had excellent grounds for rationalizing a natural ambition. He had freed his own 
slaves. He had said on record he could think of no calamity greater than the dissolution of the 
64 Comanche country: Texas, now southwest Oklahoma. 
65 It was not his decision. He was the executor of the estate of his father-in-law, George Washington 
Parke Custis, who had died in 1857 and whose will had provided that his slaves were to be freed five years 
after his death, as they duly were in 1862. 
66The quotation is from an 1956 letter: "In this enlightened age, there are few I believe, but what will 
acknowledge, that slavery as an institution, is a moral & political evil in any Country. It is useless to 
expatiate on its disadvantages. I think it however a greater evil to the white man than to the black race, & 
while my feelings are strongly enlisted in behalf of the latter, my sympathies are more strong for the 
former. The blacks are immeasurably better off here than in Africa, morally, socially & physically. The 
painful discipline they are undergoing, is necessary for their instruction as a race, & I hope will prepare & 
lead them to better things. How long their subjugation may be necessary is known & ordered by a wise 
Merciful Providence." Douglas Southall Freeman, Robert E. Lee, vol. 1 (New York: Scribner, 1934), 371-
73 The idea that slavery was good for blacks but bad for whites is to be found in the writings of other 
Virginians, including revolutionaries Thomas Jefferson and George Mason. Mason: "That slow Poison .. . 
is daily contaminating the Minds & Morals of our People. Every Gentleman here is born a petty tyrant .... " 
Max Farrand, ed., The Records of the Federal Convention of 1787, vol. 2 (New Haven: YaJe University 
Press, 1966),370. 
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American Union. But he also thought the strength of the Union was in the freedom with which 
each State consented to be a part of it. He prayed and groaned for peace. No good, he said, 
would ever come of abolishing evil institutions at the point of a sword. Being Lee, he turned 
down the command and resigned his commission in the United States Army. At fifty-three, he 
was not a Lieutenant Colonel. He was not even a soldier. He was a land-poor Virginian. ' If the 
Union is dissolved' he wrote 'I shall return to my native state and share the miseries of my 
people and save in defence I will draw my sword on none.' That is what he did. Within weeks, 
Virginia had seceded. And he offered himself to the army of Virginia. 
This is not the place to talk of his military brilliance. He revolutionized the defensive 
position. He started always from an outnumbered corps and by supple and unpredictable 
manoeuver kept a huge army stretching its superior supply lines like the spokes of a wheel. In the 
end, he had neither the men, the supplies, the food, the ships or the space to prevent the enemy's 
choosing the place for the showdown. 
He has remained through all the intervening years the sainted hero of the South. 'Biographies 
of Lee' says a stern New England historian ' tend to sentimentality.'67 So they do. But Lee 
himself tended, as much as any soldier ever can, to sainthood. He was the same when things 
went well or badly. He retreated in order with the wounded accounted for. He set his own 
alarming standards for his generals: not only of duty and resolution, but of gentleness. He went 
in to retrieve, without blame, men who had acted and failed on their own initiative. He stood 
always in the presence of enlisted men. He never was known to lose his temper, but unlike some 
other self-controlled Victorians, he did not take this out on his subordinates by the terror of his 
example. He ended his days as a college President. He sat in his broken countryside, and saw the 
carpetbaggers swarm over it, and chided any student who got mad at them or railed at the 
67 Historian unidentified. 
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negroes' new freedom. 68 He begged money for poor students and simply took their note of hand 
when the money couldn't be raised. His hair and beard were white now, and as he walked in his 
erect way around the town, with his massive head and his fine eyes, people thought they saw God 
go by. He could have had a weeping mob at his heels any time and called the tum of vengeance 
or resistance. He sensed this and kept indoors. He refused to run as Governor of Virginia 
because 'my nomination would be injurious to the state.' 
I can think of other Victorians who seem much like him, upright 'Christian gentlemen', as 
they were called, who, the more you learn about them turn more and more into graceful monsters. 
I can find none of this in Lee. He was happiest with children, kindest to the humble and the man 
in the ranks most patient with stupid Lieutenants. He never preached and he disliked speeches. 
But even a devoted Southerner has said the trouble with him is 'the monumental quality of his 
virtuousness.' You look at the warm humorous eyes, the generous mouth, and it doesn't seem 
possible. But wait. In the military textbooks, you will find a fault. This is the dread sentence the 
West Point Cadets learn about him: 'He had a tendency to trust his subordinates too much and an 
unwillingness to force his decisions on them.' 
There is nothing much to build on there. I'm afraid he was simply a great and very good 
man. And if there was anything rigid about him, it was the assumption natural to his day that the 
saving grace of war was the daily exercise of chivalry. It makes you wonder whether this type in 
our day - any day after the invention of the flame thrower and the jelly bomb - could ever be a 
soldier. Good Night. [ts , LfA] 
68 new A freedom] and sometimes aggressive LfA 
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LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 301 
[Recorded 23 December 1952 for broadcast 2 January 1953] 
[Dwight D. Eisenhower, the incoming president, is given the benefit of the doubt for 
expressing surprise at the existence of segregation in hotels.] 
Good Evening. Now it' s all over, that long, stimulating but exhausting business of glorifying 
the humble event which took place in a stable. The newspapers and magazines are caught in that 
annual dilemma of recalling what was most memorable in that old year and guessing the best and 
worst of what is to come in the new year. 69 In theory, that is to say, if we behave the way the 
newspapers say we do, we should all be reflecting on the lessons of an election year and 
pondering on the promise of the Eisenhower administration which I don't think there is any doubt 
even among the most disgruntled Democrats so far is the promise of an able and progressive 
Government such as, for instance, Governor Dewey brought to the State of New York after years 
of Democratic rule.70 Now I know that that sentence will be shocking to many Englishmen, who 
during the last two decades have been given to understand that if there was one sharp and 
incurable difference between the Democrats and Republicans, it was that a Democrat was forward 
looking, bold, human and radical and Republicans were timid, selfish, wealthy, and reactionary. 
I gave some time ago last summer the rather baffling statistic that at least three Republican 
families in four are middle class people with an annual income no more than slightly less than the 
national average. It was said a long time ago that the most characteristic thing about the 
American parties was that one party was in and one out. The party of reform in American life has 
69 
old] dead tr 
70 we do] the average man does tr 
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rarely worn a party label. The Liberal Reform Party has been sometimes Republican and 
sometimes Democratic. It has always been a new broom cleaning out the extravagant mess and 
nepotism and the mediocrity that gathers like barnacles around the ship of state when it is tun too 
long by either party. Only the other evening, I heard a Democrat- who predicted disaster and 
confusion the night after the election- say this sentence, and he said it with a smile: "Well, 
looking over the new Cabinet I must say that it's better in all-round promise of ability than 
anything we've had since the war. I guess after all that it was, to coin a phrase, time for a 
change." 
Whether this feeling is universal or not, and even if it were sentimental, it is around 
everywhere and springs I think from the impulse, to give the new boy a chance and not start 
opposing on principle when there is nothing yet to oppose.71 Except on the extreme left, there is a 
surprising dearth of hand-wringing. And especially after the way General Eisenhower conducted 
himself over Mr. Truman's astonishing outburst about the trip to Korea- the General simply 
kept his temper and refused to reply in kind- he will go into the White House a couple of weeks 
from now with more goodwill and good wishes than any President since Mr. Roosevelt went in in 
1932.72 
He has surrounded himself with men of proved executive ability. And it's dog in the manger 
to call them merely wealthy. You can't have it both ways and bemoan in one breath that big 
business men in the United States are so busy working that they don't leave themselves any 
leisure to use; and then saying that they are suspect as administrators because they are moneyed 
7 1 impulse, /\ to] which is vivid in America, tr 
72 Eisenhower's campaign promise that if elected, "I will go to Korea" (i.e. , go there and negotiate a 
peace), had been disparaged by Truman as empty rhetoric. Truman had also publicly impugned 
Eisenhower's moral courage for failing to defend his old commander, General George Marshall, who had 
been attacked by Senator Joseph McCarthy as a tool of the communist conspiracy. "I had never thought 
the man who is now the Republican candidate would stoop so low ... Eisenhower sold him out. It was just 
a shameful thing." David McCullough, Truman (New York: Simon & Schuster, l992), 911-12. 1932: 
Roosevelt was inaugurated 3 March 1933. 
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men. If the habit of working hard and late in life, no matter how much money you've made, is an 
American habit, - then I think we should all have cause to be grateful for it. Even the chronic 
European critics of American business should see that history is now about to set right one 
perpetual complaint of the professional liberal; the complaint that you couldn't trust a Republican 
in international affairs because he had been so long out of power that he was hopelessly out of 
touch with the realities of the world today. The realities now lie at his doorstep and it seems to 
me all to the good not only of the two-party system but of the world- that a great party should 
have to forget its old dogmas and come face to face with the actual problems of our time. The 
results will be a challenge to the Democrats, who for so long have been able to comer a protective 
stake in such things as social reform, anti discrimination laws, social security and so on. The fact 
is that an opposition in Congress which could quite well turn out to be the same opposition for 
General Eisenhower- has blocked federal plans for these things so hard and consistently, that 
the Fair Deal was much more of a talking point at election time than a program.73 We shouldn't 
forget on the one big point of fair employment practices - the right of people of whatever race or 
color to qualify for equal employment- the first state to introduce and enforce a fair 
employment code was the state ofNew York under a Republican govemor.74 And ofthe eleven 
states that have such laws, a majority brought them in under new Republican administrations. 
I will say no more about political prospects. 75 And perhaps you can take a pinch of salt with 
the foregoing remarks, which are those of chronic optimist. But, as an Indian- from India, I 
mean -lamented to me the other day, the world has taken its picture of the United States too 
trustingly from the Left.76 I remember the shock I had, during the war, on a long and arduous tour 
of the country, to discover that patriotism and devotion to work and duty had when you came 
73 Fair Deal: the name for Truman's social legislative program, adapted from Roosevelt's New Deal. 
74 Fair employment: See Letter 203 (26 January 1951). 
75 say no] not say much tr 
76 the 1\ Left] American tr 
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down to it absolutely nothing whatever to do with party affiliation, with the job you did or the 
money you made. This shock was nothing more than a fault of youth, which likes to see the world 
neat and keep its ideals flaming at its own fireside. All I am saying is that the right now has the 
chance it was so long denied- that it has it with an overwhelming mandate from most of the 
people - from the biggest popular vote ever given to a President. That the general therefore has 
every freedom to go his own way, within the constitutional limits set down by the Constitution. 
The Constitution, for all it was written in the late Eighteenth Century, is an extremely flexible 
instrument. Mr. Gladstone -who was the political god of our house in my boyhood- said that 
the American Constitution was the 'greatest single achievement of the human intellect in politics 
in modern times. '77 And it can point the way in 1953 as often as it can be made to block it. We 
had an omen of Eisenhower's temperament the other day. Some Negro leaders called on him in 
New York. They asked him how he stood on 'segregation', the great issue of whether colored 
and white folk should go to school together, or inhabit the same hotels, - which the Supreme 
Court is now pondering and will have to decide sometime before the spring. The general said he 
was 'astonished' to hear that there are some hotels in America where Negroes are not allowed to 
stay. In fact, there are very many, a vast majority, I should think. I believe this astonishment was 
an honest surprise to a man who has spent a great deal of his life inside Army camps and in 
77 William Ewart Gladstone (1809-1898), Liberal prime minister of England 1868-74, 1880-85, 1892-
94. "As the British Constitution is the most subtle organism which has proceeded from progressive 
history, so the American Constitution is the most wonderful work ever struck off at a given time by the 
brain and purpose of man." "Kin Beyond the Sea," North American Review, September 1878. Later, 
presumably the statement AC is remembering: "I have always regarded that Constitution as the most 
remarkable work known to me in modem times to have been produced by the human intellect, at a single 
stroke (so to speak), in its application to political affairs." Letter to the committee in charge of the 
celebration of the Centennial Anniversary of the American Constitution, 20 July 1887, Bartlett s Familiar 
Quotations, 131h ed. (Boston: Little, Brown & Co, 1955), 534. 
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foreign posts.78 The general set up a commission to 'collect all the facts.' When he has done that 
before the result has not been an empty gesture. 
Well, having read newspaper editorials telling us that the average citizen is given over to 
brooding about his political future, you see I have fallen for my own profession. A great many 
citizens, I imagine, are basking in the last three weeks of a comparatively non-political America 
- a time when there is very little bawling and caterwauling on the political fences. Most female 
citizens at this time are out doing murderous in-fighting on the barricades- I mean the January 
sales- and haven't time to brood about anything. January is the time when father goes 
nervously through his check book, is besieged by insurance agents, wonders what he will have 
left at the end of this quarter, when the federal income tax falls due. 79 In its spare time, the family 
may or may not be aware of subtle but irrevocable changes in their way of life, any one of which 
happened without your being able to put your finger on a time or place and say -this was the 
turning point. But there are signs all around that America is setting the pace of a revolution in 
living which is as drastic as anything brought in by the invention of the wheel. The refrigerator 
and the deep freeze is an old story, and even intellectuals gave up fussing a long, long time ago 
over here about the soul-destroying properties of a well-run kitchen. They know, and they are 
grateful for knowing, that a spacious kitchen, designed for quick and varied actions, is a greater 
boon to women than anything the Suffragettes promised. But, you may ask, how do you get the 
space? Americans too have asked that ever since the big jump in population during and after the 
78 As Supreme Allied Commander in Europe, Eisenhower had commanded a strictly segregated 
American force. When American forces arrived in numbers in the United Kingdom in 1942, British 
authorities were pressured to implement racial segregation in pubs, hotels, and other public places -even 
to exclude from white-frequented establishments nonwhite British army servicemen from Asia, Africa, and 
the Caribbean. Eisenhower's personal aide, Navy Captain Harry Butcher, recorded that at a meeting 
with the British press, 14 July 1942, Eisenhower had said "his policy on handling the colored troops 
would be absolute equality of treatment but there would be segregation where facilities afforded." 
Graham Smith, When Jim Crow Met John Bull: Black American Soldiers in World War II (New York: St. 
Martin's Press, 1987), 102. 
79 On April15 . 
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war. We have had a roaring inflation too, and every inch of space in a new house costs twice what 
it used to. The biggest change in domestic life that seems to be happening here is the re-
designing of houses entailing the abolition of the dining room and the breaking down of rigid 
walls. Modem American architecture has done some great things lately, but it is too much known 
abroad by such immensities as steel and glass office buildings, and by such novelties as modem 
motels. The most revolutionary change in architecture in this country has been in the design of 
the small house for the starting couple. From the outside, to begin with, the three or even two 
storey house seems to have gone with the wind and the war.80 The so-called ranch-style house-
which began on the West coast before the war as a wealthy and dashing new combination of the 
outdoors and the indoors- has moved all over the country, and into colder climes. There is a 
fundamental change in the idea of what constitutes a room. With little space, the thing is to divide 
off the main living space with movable partitions, of wood or plastic or glass, and rearrange the 
living area according to what you're doing at the moment. The door, it could well be, will become 
an anachronism in our own time. But as I say the most striking thing even in comparatively 
cautious new houses, is setting a fireplace in the middle of the living room, so you can move 
freely around it. On one side is the area to relax in, and on the other is the kitchen-dining room. 
That way you get all the space you want for working and eating in, and for the first time the wife 
takes part in the family life that goes on before and after meals. What it has meant, in terms of 
design, is that the kitchen is transformed from a metallic narrow room or woman's workshop into 
a handsome livable area, with pots and pans gleaming on the wall perhaps, but pictures and books 
on another. It's going to be harder, men, to escape from the chores. But it's going to be harder, 
ladies, to leave anything unwashed and out of place. The labor we save with such things as 
80 Gone with the wind: besides the title ofMargeret Mitchell's best-selling 1936 novel, the phrase 
has a long history ("1577 B. Googe tr. C. Heres bach Foure Bks Husbandry... 'In reapyng, you must 
regarde to goe with the wynde."' OED), but notably used by English poet Ernest Dowson (1867-1900) in 
Non Sum Qua/is Erum Bonae sub Regno Cynarae, "I have forgot much, Cynara! Gone with the wind". 
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electric laundries and washing machines we now have to put into keeping the place shiny and 
presentable, since when the neighbors call- wham - there is the whole living area- and such 
distinctions as kitchen, pantry, study, and living room are about to be relegated to the dictionary. 
Good Night. [ts, tr] 
LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 304 
[Recorded 15 January 1953 for broadcast 23 January 1953] 
[An account of the island and government of Jamaica, and the February 1952 opening 
session of its new, semi-autonomous parliament.] 
Good Evening. Mr. Churchill is now aboard and on his way home. 81 And I'm sure he would 
agree that his old age has been enriched with the memory of a holiday in Jamaica. 82 That is 
something rare enough in the life of any Englishman, though for various reasons not so rare 
among Americans. Jamaica has become part of the Southern winter playground of the United 
States. It is a pretty huge playground, reaching from Western Arizona to Barbadoes- about four 
thousand miles. You will say that you have to have money to range so far for a suntan.83 But 
Americans of a very wide range of income consider invading this playground because they do lay 
81 Winston Churchill made a state visit to Jamaica in January 1953. 
82 And 1\ I'm] , however precious may be the memory of his meetings with President Eisenhower and 
ex-President Truman, tr 
83 You will say] It will occur to you tr 
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out an awful lot of money on vacations. They do this fairly casually because their familiar scale 
of distance is three or four times larger than that of Britons. A New York cabdriver, disgruntled 
with the company he works for, will play around with the idea of taking two weeks off in Miami 
- which is twelve hundred miles away- much as a London bus driver might think of a 
weekend in Brighton. 
However, fascinating as is this topic of what I've called the 'familiar scale' of travel, I don't 
want to go on about it this time. I was just fishing for an excuse to make an American Letter out 
of a talk about Jamaica, which I thought might have a special interest for you just now. 
It is an island in the shape of a giant turtle, a hundred and fortyeight miles long -just about 
twenty miles longer than Long Island, but everywhere much wider and at its widest part 52 
miles. Most of it is rolling, furry, mountain-country, with a high backbone running west to east 
towards the Blue Mountains, which go up as high as seven thousand feet. But there is no 
snowline. The highest mountain is topped with green forest, and the average temperature on the 
highest peak of Jamaica is the average of June days in England. Down on the coastal plain of the 
southeast, it hovers between seventyfive and eightyfive most days of the year. It is a very humid 
island, for it lies in the trade-wind belt and they come in over the north and north-east coasts and 
run into the high mountains and spill a tremendous amount of rain up there. The Blue Mountains 
have anything from a hundred to two hundred inches of rain a year, but thirty miles south, on the 
big plain around Kingston, they rarely go much above the standard London allowance of thirty 
- thirtyfive inches. 
When you first arrive there, you would think that the gentle rain was about the only thing 
Jamaica had in common with England. For inland you see sweeping plains of sugarcane and 
banana farms. In the town markets you sniff coffee and citrus fruits. You lie on beaches shaded 
by the great cabbage leaves of the breadfruit tree, you make a point - if you ever learned about 
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gravity- of not snoozing under coconut trees. In front of you is the Caribbean- a sparkling 
ocean of transparent green; and around you are tropical flowers and fanning palms. But always at 
your back is the rising ground, the dense little hills, and the black man. 84 For this is his proper 
home. 85 The Spanish brought him in first, over four centuries ago. After the British conquest in 
the mid-Seventeenth Century a good number of English, Scots and Irish came, mostly soldiers 
and sailors sent to colonize the place by Cromwell. Then, however, the slave trade really got 
going. The British brought in over two million African slaves to work the sugar cane and 
mahogany. Many of them died out, a great many remained. By the mid-Nineteenth Century, 
when Britain took the lead in outlawing slavety, the government fetched in indentured labor from 
the East Indies. These people were put to work on the big sugar and banana estates for ten years. 
Then they had their choice of going back to India or staying in Jamaica to make the most of a 
present of five acres of land. Most of them stayed, scraping a living from dirt-farming or moving 
in nearer the towns and startling truck farms, what you call market gardening. This is the base of 
the vast colored population that still goes on growing far beyond the island's capacity to sustain 
it.86 One of the great problems of Jamaica has been, and is, that its huge native population has 
never had a tribal society. It broke with many primitive things when it left Africa, and one of the 
things it lost was the stability of a primitive culture, especially the strong sense of community that 
relieves the misfortunes of single families. In the town or on the mountains, the family is the 
main economic unit- with only a slowly growing sense of what ten families or twenty can do 
together, or what protection is offered by such a humble structure as a village. The family is the 
84 always at your back: "But at my back I always hear I Time' s winged chariot hurrying near", 
Andrew Marvell, To His Coy Mistress. 
85 The idea that races are "proper" to certain places was a feature of nineteenth-century racial doctrine, 
though AC never says so, and may not have been aware of it. See also Letter 471 (23 December 1956). 
In Letter 366 (27 May 1954), he writes, "And though, the black man has moved in our industrial age, to 
many cities North and Midwest and East, the black man is historically native to the South." For 
discussion of the legal force of the theory of racial geography, see Letter 781 (4 August 1963). 
86 vast) bast in ts, vast in tr; "bast: adj. Bastard, illegitimate . . . " OED, but probably a typing error 
- keyboard letters "v" and "b" are adjacent. 
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anchor and root of the economic life. It is obviously sensible then to have big families. And one 
of the deepest beliefs of this way oflife is the belief that it is more sinful not to have a baby, with 
our without a husband, than to have one. Visiting Britons and Americans tend to attribute the 
seventyfive percent illegitimacy rate to 'ignorance' or to that famous 'laziness' which the tired 
businessman likes to project on the natives he sees around him. Never forget, said one wise 
Jamaican to me last year, that one active principle oft:ropical societies is that the able man is 
often a fertile man, because he has to be; if he is ambitious, he expands his little farm, and when 
his farm expands, he needs more hands to fetch and carry and run it. 
The island has consequently always had a labor problem, and the most familiar phrase in 
government reports, from that of the Duke of Manchester in 1810 to that of the Mayne 
Commission, is the phrase 'the general discontent. ' 87 For three centuries there was a plantation 
society. Then emancipation crippled the planters, and then the noble doctrine of free trade 
impoverished the island. Since then the great mass of people have known, if they were lucky, one 
condition: wage-labour without a vote. 
And yet in 1944, 'something happened that was easily sloughed offby glib critics of Britain as 
a surrender and a concession long over-due. In fact it was the boldest most deliberately 
revolutionary political act attempted in this part of the world. After seventyeight years as a 
Crown colony, with a more or less absolute Governor, Jamaica at one bound in 1944 was given a 
new constitution stripping the Governor of all his arbitrary powers and offering to a population 
which is still seventy-seven percent black, eighteen percent colored, and less than two percent 
87 Manchester: William Montagu, 51h Duke of Manchester (1768-1843), governor of Jamaica 1808-27. 
The West Indian Royal Commission (1938-41), known as the Moyne Commission after its chairman, Lord 
Moyne, was appointed to investigate conditions in the West Indian colonies. Its report severely criticized 
labor and political conditions in the islands, and recommended extension of the voting franchise. 
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white,- the white man's boon of universal adult suffrage.88 In December 1944, they put up 
polling booths and shacks in fishing villages, by the roadside among small-holding farmers who 
after centuries of living together 'over the hill' still had no common meeting-place. They sent 
election clerks into the slummy fringes of Kingston, and up into the foothills of the mountains, 
where the King of the Maroons, the descendants of the escaped Spanish slaves, live in stubborn 
isolation. This single tribe is above and apart from the life of the island. They pay no taxes, but 
they too get the vote. 89 
So now, there is a parliament, two parties- a Labor Government and a People's Nationalist 
party in opposition. The Governor has a cabinet of native Jamaicans. And in six years one 
revolutionary firebrand, who might have taken over the island in the brisk fashion of the regular 
Caribbean dictators, has mellowed so that he insists on doing everything in a constitutional way 
and calls himself the island's Elder Statesman. 
The day after the King died last February, I went down to the House of Representatives in 
Kingston, to watch the little parliament take its new oath of allegiance.90 It has thirty-two 
members, one each elected from the constituencies of the island- fifty thousand votes apiece. It 
was a rectangular Eighteenth Century room, of glossy white walls, half-panelled in mahogany, 
with four big recessed windows in mahogany frames. They were all on one side and looked 
across to the Speaker's throne, inset against the opposite wall. On each side hung two portraits, 
one of George V, the other of a young Queen Mary.91 It was only about thirty feet from the 
88 Colored: as distinct from black, presumably some visible mixture of black and white. The 
classification was used to apportion specified separate legal rights under apartheid in South Africa. 
Jamaica gained complete independence in 1962. 
89 Maroons: "A member of a community ofblack slaves who had escaped from their captivity or 
(subsequently) of their descendants, esp. those who settled in the mountains and forests of Suriname and 
the West Indies. 1666 J. Davies tr. C. de Rochefort Hist. Carbby-Islands: 'They will run away and get 
into the Mountains and Forests, where they live like so many Beasts; then they are call'd Marons, that is to 
say Savages."' OED 
90 George VI died 6 February 1952. 
91 George V (1865-1936), father of George VI. 
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windows to the Speaker's dais, but in this narrow channel was the legislature: two rows of 
armchairs, with cane seats, curving in a semicircle. On the front row sat the bigwigs of the 
House, the so-called ministers, the five elected members of the Governor's cabinet, the first of 
them was just coming in, Sir Harold Allen, a very big man with an ebony face. 92 Others drifted in 
and leaned over to whisper to each other, or sat back and looked up at the lazy motion of the 
propeller fans on the ceiling. 
The main door between the windows opened. The white coats and red striped trousers of the 
police moved squarely aside. The handful of girls in bright bandanas and the shambling youths, 
came up off their benches, railed off in a little public section at one end.93 A solemn Negro came 
in bearing the Mace. He was followed by another Negro taking small, important steps, a man in 
puffing black gown and a large cream-colored wig. This was Mr. Speaker. He marched to the 
dais and barely nodded as the House rose and sat again. There was a quick hushing of the 
hangers-on outside. The police clicked to attention. The Speaker rose and in a slow liquid 
baritone called on the 'high duty' of the House to take the new Oath. One by one they went up, of 
every shade and every stage of education. They stood by the Speaker and they repeated, some 
smoothly, some hesitantly, some precisely, some with full-throated importance. And as the fans 
revolved in the hot noon and the crowd hung open-mouthed, and the police stood with their palms 
down by the scarlet stripe, only their eyeballs flashing- the words rose over the dark heads and 
faces: "I ... do swear that I will be faithful and bear true allegiance to Her Majesty, Queen 
Elizabeth the Second, her heirs and successors according to law, so help me God." 
92 Sir Harold Allen: first minister of finance under independence. 
93 shambling: "Ungainly, awkward; ill-shaped, wry, distorted", also "To go with an awkward 
ungainly gait, to walk awkwardly or unsteadily, usually with adv. as to shamble along." OED. AC 
sometimes uses this word for black people and culture in different contexts. See Letter 399 (3 1 March 
1955), "shambling vagrants" newly emancipated after the Civil War, and Letter 1926 (17 January 1986), 
a "shambling darktown" in Montgomery, Alabama. 
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It was all over and we went out, out into the burning sun and the hibiscus and the warm 
tropical smells. I don't know if what we had seen was an act of discretion or a part of wisdom. 
But after four centuries, it was something to have seen the baptism of this latest child of the 
Mother of Parliaments. For here, for better or worse, was a little Westminster in the jungle.94 
Good Night. [ts, tr] 
LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 346 
[Recorded 31 December 1953 for broadcast 7 January 1954] 
[An American abroad is surprised and hurt to be thought responsible for the mistreatment of 
black Americans.] 
Good evening. This is the day when the President of the United States drives slowly along 
the wide ceremonial avenues ofWashington, past battalions of American elms in their skinny 
winter uniform, and goes up to Capitol Hill and hears the gavel sound and the traditional words: 
'I have the distinguished honor to present the President of the United States.' Both houses of 
941 don't know ... jungle.] del last 3 sentences tr. jungle: "In India, originally, as a native word, 
waste or uncultivated ground", also "A wild, tangled mass ... a place of bewildering complexity or 
confusion; a place where the ' law of the jungle' prevails; a scene of ruthless competition, struggle, or 
exploitation; esp. with qualification, as blackboard jungle in schools, asphalt jungle, concrete jungle in 
cities ... . 1783 E. Burke Speech Fox's E. India Bill in Wks. IV. 24 That land .. . is now almost 
throughout a dreary desart, covered with rushes, and briers, and jungles full of wild beasts."' OED 
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Congress - the Senate and the House of Representatives - are assembled there; and they rise as 
the President comes in and give him a long round of applause irrespective of party grouches.95 
It is a warming sound and it is perhaps the last time the President will hear it so sweetly, for once 
he has bowed and opened a big folder and started to speak, he is no longer the ceremonial figure 
he was when he came in: the Father, so to speak of all Americans. He is a party leader 
advocating a party policy. He is to speak on the State of the union, a traditional message given 
usually in person before the Congress starts its working year. It is, as you may guess, a 
constitutional ceremony very much like the address from the Throne.96 For the job and office of 
the President spans an appalling range, wider and more responsible than the heads of those other 
Republics who have a President for ceremonial occasions and a Premier as the head of the 
government. The President of the United States is both, and many other things besides, and it is 
why the office has become in modem times a backbreaking job and why all men who assume it 
visibly age in it. This sympathetic consideration is at the back of the general applause that greets 
him as he comes in. There are many there who get up in the morning and who, looking sharply 
in the mirror as they stretch and shave their jowls, think they are surely well set-up men who 
might one day be President. But few of them in their right minds ever hug the delusion for long. 
For of all political offices, it is the most awesome and demanding. So the first round of applause 
has a special sound. It is a compliment to the man who dares to assume this mighty office and 
who stays upright and cheerful in it. But it is spontaneously given as a tribute to the office itself. 
On the whole, Americans keep this distinction very sharply in mind, a habit that often puzzles 
foreigners, who hear a group of people, say, who regard him as a political enemy and who might 
95 comes in and 1\ give] , except in the last administration of President Roosevelt - when some 
congressmen had become permanently mad at him - the senators and Congressmen ts 1'' reading 
96 Address from the throne, or the Killg's (or Queen's) Speech: In the United Kingdom, a speech given 
by the monarch, usually before the opening of Parliament or after an election, setting forth the 
government's legislative agenda. It is written for the monarch by the government. 
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be saying all sorts of mean things about the man himself.97 But let him suddenly appear in public, 
or his name called for a toast, and they jump promptly to their feet and stand at attention or raise a 
respectful glass and mutter the phrase with decent feeling. You can imagine how hard sometimes 
it is to do this. It became a near-impossibility for some choleric people in the stormiest days of 
Roosevelt, who was certainly more reverenced and more hated than any president, certainly since 
his namesake Theodore Roosevelt, perhaps since Lincoln.98 The last and most dramatic instance 
of this double-standard, so to speak, which is applied to the figure of the President was back in 
November when the Attorney general made a grave charge against former President Truman and 
at least hinted that he had appointed to a high place in the government a man he knew to be a 
Communist. The chairman of an investigating committee of the House decided to get into the act 
by issuing a subpoena for Mr. Truman to appear before his committee.99 Now a lot of people 
thought that Mr. Truman ought to explain himself. But a former President can be invited to 
testify before a committee. He doesn't have to be issued a writ of subpoena. In fact it had never 
been done before; and for a day or two after it happened there was a dramatic swing of 
sympathy towards Mr. Truman, which was wrongly interpreted in some foreign papers as a 
spontaneous rejection of the idea that Mr. Truman had done, or could possibly do, what the 
Attorney General rebuked him for doing.100 It was among the Democrats certainly a wave of 
loyalty towards their old chief. But among the rest of the people, many of whom had opposed him 
all along and didn't even like him much as a man, the operative emotion was not sympathy for 
Harry Truman but a shocked respect for the office of the President of the United States. Mr. 
97
, who regard him as a political enemy and who might be say ing] del tr 
98 The two presidents Roosevelt were fifth cousins. 
99 decided /\ to] as you recall tr 
100 Attorney General Herbert Brownell had attacked Truman for appointing Harry Dexter White to the 
International Monetary Fund in knowledge of White ' s alleged communist activities before World War II. 
The subpoena was issued by Rep. Harold Velde, chairman of the House Un-American Activities 
Committee. Truman refused to appear on grounds of executive privilege. MichaelS. Mayer, The 
Eisenhower Years (New York: Facts on File), 787. Accusations against White were never proved. 
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Eisenhower inherits the advantages of this traditional attitude. But he also brings it too with the 
natural advantages of a charming man and the accumulated prestige of a conquering hero - the 
conquering hero, you might say, of the last war. 101 After the thunder of his election landslide had 
subsided, Mr. Stevenson in his puckish way said to a friend: "Who did I think I was, running 
against George Washington?" It's not too much to say that when he was elected President 
Eisenhower carried into the office much the same luster as the first President of the United States: 
a commanding and modest man, the general of the successful forces against the foreign tyrant, the 
man who had saved the Union. 
Now you may say, but what about last year's Congress? There has been a whole session of 
Congress, which had to legislate. Surely the hero could not, like the House of Peers, wisely 
decide to 'withhold his legislative hand'?102 Well, last year, most people sympathized with 
President Eisenhower's political predicament. He was a lifelong soldier who knew little, and 
admitted he knew little, about the enormous complexities of the Presidency and the Congress. 
People were willing to give him time to learn and, on the whole, approved the idea, which he 
mentioned all the time, of making as much of his policy as possible bipartisan, and of running his 
own party as a smooth and harmonious team. President Eisenhower leaned over backwards to 
avoid bitterness with the Democrats, and dogfights inside his own party. As he faced the whole 
Congress today, he could honestly take credit for not being able to see anywhere in sight a sworn 
101 United States. II ] It is perhaps easier for a human being to be reverenced as a monarch than as a 
President. For the monarch is able, all his days, to remain aloof from political feeling. In fact, it's 
demanded of him; and to the extent that nobody knows what he really thinks about things he can preserve 
the idea that he is aloof from all strife and faction. But I'm not sure that the role of monarch is not more of 
a strain on the human being - for he must have unfailing tact and never admit to any but the most benign 
feelings. The President of the United States can lose his temper, even spontaneously, and then everyone 
understands that he is angry not as the President but as Mr. Roosevelt or Mr. Truman or Mr. Eisenhower. 
However, Mr. Eisenhower has had a long respite from criticism. He came to the office with [the natural] 
ts 1'1 reading; But he also brings it too] And he comes to the office tr 
102 Peers II, ] in Iolanthe tr; "And while the House of Peers withholds I Its legislative hand, I And 
noble statesmen do not itch I To interfere with matters which I They do not understand!" W.S. Gilbert and 
Arthur Sullivan, Iolanthe: Or, the Peer and the Peri, Act II. 
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enemy. He will be a lucky man if this is so a year from today. For now, as the politicians say, he 
must deliver. Now, for better or worse, he must launch a program which is an Eisenhower 
program. A year ago, the Republicans could say with much justice that they had inherited a mess 
of incompetence and crookery from the party that had been comfortably in power for twenty 
years. The country was willing to accept this argument and admit that the stables would not be 
cleaned out in the first six months of a new administration. Today the argument has lost its 
appeal. IOJ 
So I say that the applause that greeted President Eisenhower must have had a warm and 
wistful sound. He came into the chamber as the ceremonial chief of all Americans. Then he 
made his speech from the throne, then he went out as something quite different- as the leader of 
the Republican Party, a politician determined to make new laws and change old ones and to face 
the music the Democrats are drumming up ... for him. 
The 'State of the Union' address is an old custom and originally the President was reporting 
on how well the states of the union were getting along together. Today the phrase has quite a new 
tum. He reports first on the general soundness or wobbliness of the domestic economy, but the 
'State of the Union' has come to mean the standing the United States has among the nations of 
the world, and the state of its relations with them. 
With no regret at all I will leave what Sir Winston might call 'that sombre arithmetic' up to 
the president. 104 What I should like to do in the last minute or so is to run over our own joint 
account; and see where the relations between Britain and the United States stand today. I am not 
going to attempt a political inventory. You must all be thoroughly sick by now of solemn 
speakers who fly in the face of real grievances as well as fancied ones and appeal to something 
big and unlovely and always called Anglo-American friendship. The only really satisfying and 
103 
appeal 1\ . ] , simply because time has marched on tr 
104 sombre arithmetic: The source of the phrase was not found. 
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recognizable symptoms of Anglo-American friendship I know about are an exchange of letters 
between two fi·iends across the ocean; a swapping of scientific papers, say, between a chemist in 
Cambridge and a chemist in Chicago; a man in New York tipping off a man in London to a new 
and beautiful Johnny Hodges record; a couple of Americans turning up shyly in Manchester, or a 
couple of Britons turning up shyly in Virginia, at a house where they know they'll be welcome. 105 
I honestly cannot imagine how a whole country can fall in love with another whole country, or-
which may be more to the point these testy days -how you can hate one whole country and all 
its inhabitants. 
I have put this so crudely that you may laugh and say of course it is impossible and the cranks 
who do it are all ridiculous and unjust But we all do it nevertheless, because we all read the 
newspapers and the newspapers have to write, if only as a convenient shorthand, on the 
assumption that "the American People" must be held responsible for this insult, that act, this 
frightening citizen of theirs. So what happens? I will tell you what happens always every day and 
everywhere. A Briton arrives in New York, say, and he may be a physicist or a writer or a 
vaudeville comedian. He may have nothing more on his mind than the impulse to renew a few 
fi-iendships or hear some jazz, or look at some modem architecture, or lecture at a university; but 
he finds that people assume that he is patily responsible for the Mau-Mau, the current troubles in 
British Guiana, the campaign to bring communist China into the United Nations and the English 
weather. The curse of it is that the man himself- almost any man- begins to respond to this 
treatment in kind. He begins to take on responsibilities that were never his - he becomes that 
worst kind of jingo: the man who is suddenly self-conscious about his nationalism. This happens 
to the meekest and most unpretentious people. 
105 Johnny Hodges (1906-1970), alto saxophonist, long a featured soloist in the Duke Ellington 
orchestra. 
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I think of a close friend of ours, a young woman who went last year to England. I will tell 
you what she is, and then what she was made to feel. She is attractive and energetic and a highly 
cultivated woman from Ve1mont. She has little interest in politics but a strong devotion to her 
own party slogans. (She would crown me if she heard me say this). 106 She is a decorator and has 
a vast knowledge of such things as Piranesi prints, and Mantegna engravings and Leeds ware 
hunting mugs. She would gladly exchange one first-rate Sheraton half-moon table for all the neon 
signs of Broadway. 107 She has more genuine gratitude for the true legacies of Britain- whether 
is it is the Elizabethans, or the English regard for privacy or the windows of King College Chapel, 
or the self-respect of the English working man- than, well, than a great many Britons have. She 
. has a private passion for the music of Purcell and a personal yen for Englishmen of the intelligent, 
skittish sort. 108 Yet she is no Anglophile. She is proud of the grandeurs ofher own West, as of 
the luscious countryside ofher native Vermont and the thrifty independence of its monosyllabic 
people. She is as grateful for the glories of the fall as she is for the crackling humor of New 
Yorkers and the anarchy of free speech in her own country. Yet she went to England, and found 
herself taken for the keeper of the Negroes (she knows no Negroes, by the way); a natural sister 
of Miami race-track racketeers; a rich spendthrift (she works on a pretty thin budget); a hopeless 
materialist untouched by the finer things of life and the personal agent of Senator McCarthy. 'It 
is an uncomfortable thing,' she said tearfully when she got back, 'being an American in Europe 
these days.' She had to come back to find herself and know herself for what she is. 109 
106 crown me: U.S. idiom; literally, to hit him over the head; i.e., to scold him furiously. 
107 all the neon signs of Broadway] the junior senator from Wisconsin [i.e., Joseph McCarthy]. She is 
from Vermont and is proud of its luscious countryside, and the architecture and the Green Mountain Boys 
[Vermont militia in the War oflndependence]. ts ]51 reading 
108 private] del tr 
109 As an immigrant to the United States, AC had experienced a variation of this sting. In Letter 90, 
12 September 1948, he wrote: "The poor Briton in America is a special case all in himself. There are 
Polish-Americans, German-Americans, Irish-Americans, Hungarian-Americans, Italian-Americans. But 
nobody talks of a British American. There are only Englishmen in America. Whatever their citizenship, 
whatever their illusions, they must come to terms with that recognition. For, however much to you they 
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I suggest at the beginning of the hundred and seventy eighth year of Anglo-American 
relations that this is a very natural, perhaps, but very childish. And that if we could lift our heads 
up from the pontificating newspapers and magazines long enough, we ought to be ashamed of 
ourselves. Good Night. [ts, ts2, tr] 
LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 366110 
[Recorded 21 May 1954 for broadcast 27 May 1954] 
[Reflections on and memories of black-white relations in the South, on the occasion of 
Brown v. Board of Education, 17 May 1954.] 
Good Evening. When I first went South, I was in the South but didn't know it. I had gone to 
visit my first college friend in America, a young man, now a doctor who lives in Maryland on the 
edge of a beautiful valley outside Baltimore. 111 In those days we had many interests in common: 
college friends, literary enthusiasms, jazz, girls, painters and painting. I don't see him much 
may appear to be a natural target for attacks on the treatment ofNegroes, or the House Un-American 
Activities Committee, or whatever else you may dislike about America, when they are in America, they 
bear the British Empire on their back. In my own case, since my career is to try and explain this country to 
Britain, I have no sort of fame in this land, I am simply Cooke of the Guardian, a title I am as proud of as 
any that goes with citizenship." 
110 No tr survives, but the carbon copy (BBCc) of ts in the BBC archives has been copyedited, 
apparently reconciled with the recording, and used as copy for Lis. A version, extensively rewritten, 
appeared in Talk About America (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1968), pp. 239-46, and is found in 
Appendix B. 
111 Jerome Hartz of Baltimore (see Letter 117 [March 20, 1949]), psychiatrist, was a Yale classmate 
during Cooke's Commonwealth Fellowship in 1933. 
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anymore. He's a hard working doctor and he has his family and I have mine, and when I go 
down to Washington the deadline is usually pressing enough to make me go straight on through 
Baltimore. But this man has a special place in the history of my friendships because in the early 
thirties he was a tolerant and amiable teacher to me about all things American. He had an 
affectionate eye for trees and flowers and first taught me something of the great variety of 
American Oaks, introduced me to the pink and white dogwood and to the Maryland golden aster. 
He also was responsible for my first taste of crab-cakes and tenapin stew and of easing me into 
the pleasing custom on summer nights, of spreading a newspaper out on a table on the back-porch 
at midnight and slicing a watermelon into quarters and then lolling back and burying your face in 
one of these slices, and corning up for air with a drooling sound and spitting the seeds at the 
moths. 11 2 Many of these pleasures came our way through the warm care and stealthy solicitude of 
Miss Minn. Miss Minn was the cook, first maid, second maid, laundress, nurse, mother 
confessor, and hub of the household. She was the first negro I ever knew and, to this day, is a 
great mystery. Even twenty years ago she admitted to no age. She was rumored to be a 
grandmother, though she never seemed to know how many times. She was not so much an 
employee in the house as a presence, like a clock which never tells you it is there until it strikes 
on the hour. And hours would go by without any thought of Miss Minn for she made no noise at 
all, until you'd begin to feel hungry or think aloud that a glass of beer would just the thing. And 
she would amble in suddenly like a forgetful ghost, but happily canying a tray of two beers. She 
was never called and was never out of reach. And this invested this rambling house with a 
mysterious sort ofluxury, for wherever you were, upstairs or down, in the garden or in the living-
room, she was always hovering around, giving the impression that the house was loaded with 
Miss Minns. She had no politics, no grievances and seemingly no ties. I almost said no life of 
11 2 stew] del Lis 
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her own, for this house and this family seemed to fill all of it. But much of the raillery and lazy 
banter that went back and forth between the family and Miss Minn was about the tantalizing 
echoes of another existence that d!ifted to us from the edge of our world and the beginning of 
hers. It was a vague, timeless, whimsical world that sounded, from the hints she dropped, like the 
libretto of a low-life opera: than a real world in which husbands came and went, forgotten sons 
turned up from distant places, stayed over a care-free weekend and consumed festival meals of 
snapper-turtles, whole crabs dunked in beer, steaks big as doormats, and then left never to return, 
or to return as buck privates or on crutches from a smash-up in an automobile. I IJ Miss Minn 
never went into this side of her life for more than two sentences and I honestly don't know when 
she managed to live it, except at week-ends. She merely managed to convey that these sons and 
lovers and erupting relations were creatures of the imagination, who flitted like elves or animals 
through a quiet and shadowy forest. Miss Minn had been with this family for thirty years and 
expected to die with them. She was the last of an ancient breed. 114 I don't believe that if you put 
the question to her she would have had any notion what you meant by "the Negro problem". And 
we were not sufficiently in the South for the problem, whatever it is, to force itself on our daily 
living. 115 As far as I knew, we weren't in the South at al1. 116 
The distinction never came up until one night we were cruising around a valley in the North 
of the state and I happened to remark to my friend that there were no Negroes around anywhere, 
in any ofthe small towns we passed through where I had seen them by day. 117 My friend was a 
big, gentle, bespectacled, laconic man. He said quietly, "No? let me show you something." He 
113 world 11 in] of routine cares and relations. A crazy, spry, amoral club ts r reading; automobile 
II .] or with a wife and four children Lis 
114 AC and his wife employed Emma Bowen, a black woman, as a family servant much like Miss 
Minn, for almost 40 years. Jane Cooke painted her portrait, now in the Vermont home of their daughter, 
Susan Cooke Kittredge. For AC's tribute to Bowen, in which he calls her "an intimate member of the 
family," and his account of her Harlem funeral , see Letter 1721 , 5 February 1982. 
I 
15 living] life Lis 
11 6 knew, 11 we] as I say, Lis 
I 17 distinction 11 never] between North and South Lis 
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turned off a side road and circled round back to town. On the edge of the valley, where the first 
outposts of the suburbs began he stopped the car and where four roads met he walked up to a tree. 
Nailed to a fence was a wooden sign and on it had been carefully and crudely painted this 
sentence: "Nigger, don't let the sun set on you here." 
I cannot forget the chill and excitement with which I first read those words. 11 8 An excitement 
at the poetry of them, and a chill at the cool finality of their threat. 11 9 We were close to the 
Nmthern Boundary of Maryland. We were in fact standing at the Mason and Dixon Line. This 
was the line that before the Civil War divided the Slave States from the so-called free soil to the 
Nmth. It is called the Mason and Dixon Line after two English surveyors, Charles Mason and 
Jeremiah Dixon, who in 1767 settled an old colonial boundary dispute by defining once for all the 
Southern border ofPennsylvania. 120 But to any American you might stop on the street, the 
Mason and Dixon Line is the division between two Americas, two worlds, two social systems 
(however much in decay they now are ). 121 And though, the black man has moved in our 
industrial age, to many cities North and Midwest and East, the black man is historically native to 
the South.122 
On that September evening twenty years ago, I didn't- as I say- know that we were in the 
South. 123 Maryland was neutral in the Civil War. 124 It is politically known as a border state. 
118 words. A ] And I have read them many times since. Lis 
119 the A poetry] terse ts. For other references to this disturbing incident over many decades, see 
Letters 54 (26 June 1947), 117 (20 March 1949), 503 (27 September 1957), 957 (16 Aprill967), and 
2627 (18 June 1999). AC's "excitement at the poetry" is not reported in later accounts of his reaction. 
120 old A colonial] state and Lis 
121 (however .. . now are)] del Lis 
122 Black slaves were held in all the colonies and states as late as 1783, when it was abolished (by state 
supreme court ruling) in Massachusetts, and in most northern states well into the 191h century. Most 
slaves in the North were not "native to the South," but born in the North or purchased from slave-traders, 
who shipped them from Africa. 
123 On that .. . the South.] del Lis; A MarylandJ Now, Lis 
124Notwithstanding widespread sympathy for the Confederate cause, Maryland remained in the Union 
throughout the war, contributing 60,000 men to Union forces. See Letter 403 (28 Aprill955) for an 
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Many of its industries and its customs are N01them, but once you go below Pennsylvania, the 
vowels are slurred, the voices are quieter, men leave their coats off in summer, and from many a 
gesture, habit and casual remark, you know you are in the Southland, where the white man is the 
boss, he is mostly a far more indulgent and considerate boss than the more frantic N01them 
liberals could ever be, who like to storm and fret about the indignity of a whole race but who 
never get within hailing distance of one Negro they might help or take for a friend. Perhaps one 
Negro is the wrong unit, because self-conscious radical groups, and literary bohemians, will often 
invite to a meeting or a party any one Negro who is foolish enough to consent to stand in as a sop 
to their conscience. 
Of the many South em words that reflect the separate life of the South, none has been more 
taken for granted than the world "segregation." I know Southemers who would give endless 
time, money and pride to the legal protection or neighborly defense of the Negroes who work 
with them. But if you suggest that the children should go to school with Negro children, they 
would throw a fit. 125 For as you must all have heard, the Supreme Court of the United States last 
week handed down a judgement that is likely to cause the most revolutionary social change in 
American life since, eighty-six years ago, the court decided that Negroes were American citizens 
like any other and entitled to the equal protection of the laws of the United States. An old judge 
of the Supreme Court, long dead, once defended that earlier judgement in a famous phrase. He 
said, "The Constitution is color-blind." 126 So it is, but the people who hope to live by it are not. 
accurate account. However, in the 1968 Talk About America version of Letter 366 (Appendix B), the 
neutrality of Maryland is still asserted. 
125 a fit. A ] Well, they're going to throw a fit. ts 
126 Not a Supreme Court ruling, but the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution, ratified 9 July 
1868, provided that all persons born in the United States (pointedly including former slaves) are citizens, 
and that no state may deny any citizen "equal protection of the laws." The comment by Justice John 
Marshall Harlan (1833-1911) came in his solitary dissent from Plessy vs. Ferguson, which in 1896 upheld 
racial segregation as long as it provides "separate but equal" facilities: "In the eye of the law, there is in 
this country no superior, dominant, ruling class of citizens. There is no caste here. Our constitution is color-
blind, and neither knows nor tolerates classes among citizens .... The arbitrary separation of citizens on the 
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And in the Southland, whose sad and profound culture ante-dates the constitution by at least a 
hundred years, many, many generations of Americans have been brought up not necessarily to 
believe that the Negro is an inferior human being (no Southern Roman Catholic, I hope, would 
dare to believe any such thing) but at any rate to believe that the Negro race is an inferior race and 
that its members must never mingle or inter-marry with the white. 127 It is very hard in a few 
minutes to take up this great challenge, to the instinct and traditions of a whole people without 
doing those people much clumsy injustice. 128 From much traveling and stopping around the 
forty-eight states of the union, I must say myself that I respect more the sensitive and considerate 
relation that many Southerners have with the Negroes around them than the glib social 
consciousness of Northerners and Westerners whose daily life has a guaranteed immunity from 
Negro problems, either because there are few of them around or because they exist conveniently 
in some tight, slumrny comer of the big city. 129 It is one thing to talk about equality and fair play 
in New York or Oregon, and quite another in Alabama where one person in three is colored, or in 
Mississippi, where there are one million whites and one million Negroes. 130 And so, in the Deep 
South, the mere force of numbers is a threat, if only in the minds of men, to the political and 
social dominance of the white men. I hate using words like dominance and superiority, because 
they suggest an arrogance which is not noticeable in the Southern character, but when people 
even the gentlest people, believe their independence to be threatened, they tend to take ruthless 
basis of race, while they are on a public highway, is a badge of servitude wholly inconsistent with the civil 
freedom and the equality before the law established by the Constitution." But see Letter 399, following, on 
the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments. 
127 thing] anything so blasphemous ts. AC admired what he saw as the Catholic exception to 
southern racial prejudice. 
128 challenge 1\, ] , as the Supreme Court has just made ts 
129 
respect 1\ more] a good deal Lis; southerners 1\ have] I know ts ]51 reading 
130 million Negroes. 1\ ] Somebody has said that anti-Semitism flourishes most in communities where 
there are lots of Jews and communities where there are none. I had very sour proof of this in the years 
before the war when I found members of the German-American bund in New York, where there are more 
Jews than there are in Palestine, passing out obscene anti-Jewish leaflets written and printed in Iowa and 
Oregon, where there are practically no Jews at all. ts 1'1 reading 
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precautions. 131 In the places where there are many Negroes, the black man is invested with the 
force - the threatening force - of a myth. Even though the daily experience of white people 
denies this myth; yet in their secret heart it has great vitality. It is an image of a black man who is 
a little slow in his wits. Potent, tenible in anger. The scientists have proved this to be nonsense 
but human beings trust their intuition more than the demonstrable proof that their intuition can be 
rubbish. 132 Some of this deep fear of the Negro may be only the cover-up of the guilt that the 
white man feels for the way he has treated the Negro in the past. This spinning circle of guilt 
and fear revolves around a single fear so embanassing that white mothers whisper it to their 
daughters, and intellectuals brooding over "the Negro problem" don't deign to consider it. 133 It is 
contained in the universal question muttered behind the palm of the hand, "you wouldn't want 
your daughter to many a Negro, would you?'' 134 This is in fact the central fear of the whites. 
Hitler and the late Senator Bilbo were brutally frank enough to say that there were only two 
solutions to the "Negro problem": intermarriage or exteiTnination. 135 It seems to me frivolous, at 
least, and superficial not to face the fact that after a generation or so of mixed schooling, in places 
where there are almost as many Negroes as Whites, social baniers will fall down, young people 
will pick their friends for their personal qualities and they will fall in love, as they do everywhere, 
with the girls around them. 
This is a consummation which is at the moment being devoutly ignored. The traditions of 
American life are strong enough so far to make inter-maniage almost prohibitive in the thirty-one 
131 believe ... threatenedJ fear that they are being terrified or intimidated Lis; ruthless] terrifying Lis 
132 intuition ... intuition] instincts ... instincts ts 
133 brooding 1\ over] solemnly ts 1st reading 
134 See Letter 54 (26 June 1947), for first reference to this rhetorical question. 
135 United States senator Theodore Bilbo (1877-1947) in 1946 made a broadcast urging "every red-
blooded Anglo-Saxon man in Mississippi to resort to any means to keep hundreds ofNegroes from the 
polls in the July 2 primary. And if you don't know what that means, you are just not up to your persuasive 
measures." See Letter 18 (14 July 1946). 
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states where white and colored do go to the same schools. 136 But in the South, the Negro is 
woven deep into the texture of Southern society. And it is in the South that the test will come 
whether the white man can live and work with the black man as an equal and create a new kind of 
twentieth century society which is purged of very old and very powerful tensions. 137 The attempt 
to make it work will surely give tremendous pause to the racial propaganda that is raging all over 
Asia. 138 And ifit works, 1954 will be a date in human history as momentous as the year of the 
Magna Carta. GOOD NIGHT. [ts, BBCc, ts2, Lis (1 0 June 1954)] 
LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 399139 
[Recorded 25 March 1955 for broadcast 31 March 1955] 
[A tribute to Walter White, longtime executive secretary of the NAACP] 
Good Evening. One evening this winter I was at a small party at which a skinny young man 
broke away from the general clatter in an inner room and sat down at the piano and very quietly 
began to play the Blues. To most people, I'm sorry to say, music is so easy to come by these days 
136 traditions] mores ts 1'1 reading; make .. prohibitive] discourage intermarriage ts 1'1 reading. 
Interracial marriage in the North was legal. In most southern states until the Supreme Court's 1967 
decision, Loving vs. Virginia, marriage between blacks and whites was a felony. 
137 an equal] a social and political equal Lis 
138 Asia: possibly a reference to communist rhetoric in China and elsewhere. 
139 No transcript survives, but the BBC Archives carbon copy (BBCc) shows copyediting, apparently 
to reconcile the file copy with the recording. 
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in one fonn or another, that it is no longer considered a privilege or an art. Its social function had 
become more like that of a plate of sandwiches or wall paper - a background against which 
people can talk, joke, or play cards. So nobody paid much attention to this one man except a slim, 
good-looking man in, I should have guessed, his middle fifties. He had a pink fresh complexion, 
a sandy mustache touched with white, very sharp blue eyes and a gentle mischievous air . He 
strolled over to the piano and looked down at the splayed fingers of the young man and, as the 
melancholy familiar chords fell into their well-known forms, the left foot of the man standing by 
began to tap out an accompanying beat. 140 And then the man said, shaking his head with obvious 
admiration, "How can a white man get that low-down beat?" 
This was a very odd remark, coming as it did from one of the whitest men I have ever known. 
He was a good deal whiter than me, in all visible forms of pigment, eye color and the rest. Yet he 
was 1164 negro which in the United States means he was all negro. 141 Last week, President 
Eisenhower sent a telegram of sympathy to his widow and in it he said, "In the death of your 
husband there has passed from the contemporary scene a vigorous champion of justice and 
equality for all our citizens. His devoted service to his race over a period of forty years was 
tireless and effective." 
He name, too, underlined the irony of his chosen mission. For his name was Walter White 
and his mission was to work for the day when the Negro in this country would share with the 
white man the full political and legal rights, no more or less, that the Constitution would seem to 
grant him. 142 I say "seem" because no living application of the grand, but somewhat vague, 
language of the Constitution can be taken for granted. 143 It is a common complaint among 
foreigners that the United States Constitution was written at a time in the Eighteenth Century 
140 forms] place BBCc 
141 Last week,] Yet when he died suddenly of a heart attack last week, ts 
142 Walter White (1893-1955). 
143 grand] fine BBCc 
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when many a grandiose tum of phrase may have meant clear things to men who wrote it but 
nowadays can mean all things to all men and so serve as a respectable mask for the evasion or 
denial of the justice it pretends to express. 144 There is something in the criticism but it has 
another, compensating side. If the Constitution had specified the abuses it was written to correct, 
much of it would no longer apply to modem life. As it is, the Constitution enjoys, in the noble 
ambiguity it shares with the Bible, something of the same invisible moral force. And the great, 
the incomparable authority that is possessed by the nine judges of the Supreme Court is the 
authority of the oracles, the wise old men to whom the whole nation turns for a modem 
interpretation of the ancient proverbs. It has been said that the Supreme Court is the weather 
bureau of the moral climate of the time. It has also been said that the Supreme Court follows the 
election returns. Both these axioms are really saying the same thing, one with moral solemnity, 
the other with a mild cynicism. The point they both make is that the Supreme Court, whose job it 
is to decide once for all whether a law is unconstitutional, is never too far ahead and never too far 
behind the idealism or prejudice of the people. It tends to announce as a fixed p1inciple of 
American life only those reforms that the American people are ready, or almost ready to accept. 
For instance, in the matter of equal rights ofNegroes. It is no news to you that one of the great 
issues of the Civil War was the institution of slavery, and two months before the war ended, 
slavery was abolished in the United States. 145 The law prohibiting it was written into the 
Constitution as its Thirteenth Amendment. But this declaration alone left up in the air the legal 
limits of the Negro's new freedom. Freedom is a rousing word but for many of the free slaves, it 
meant no more than the freedom to be outcast, to become vagrants shambling across the face of 
144 
clear] sharp BBCc 
145 
ended, 1\ slavery] which will be ninety years ago this week, BBCc 
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the land with no recognizable laws and no family, however paternal, to protect them. 146 Was a 
Negro a citizen of the United States or wasn't he? Nobody knew for sure. So, in the next year, 
Congress proposed a Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution, and it was ratified by the states 
and passed into the American scriptures, so to speak, in the summer of 1868. 147 It said "All 
persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are 
citizens of the United States and of the state wherein they reside. No state shall make or enforce 
any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States, nor shall 
any state deprive any person of life, liberty, property without due process of law; nor deny to any 
person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws." Now, since the Negro was the 
underprivileged party that they all had in mind in writing this guarantee, you'd think that the law 
was quite clearly on his side in all claims for equality before it. But what was implied in the 
phrase, "equal protection of the laws?" Did it mean, for instance, that a Negro could ride on a 
train sitting beside a white man? It certainly did not. And when angrier and knottier questions 
came up about the distinction between privilege and legality, of if you like, what must be 
permitted to a man and what he may enjoy, the Supreme Court had to move in again and interpret 
for its time that great but vague, promise. 148 In 1896, the court was asked to consider the appeal 
146 Wherever emancipation occurred, toward the end of, or after, the Civil War, thousands of freedmen 
and women took to the roads in search of spouses, siblings, or children who had been sold to slave brokers 
and transported great distances to be sold again, an internal market known to history as the "Second 
Middle Passage." Eric Foner writes, "In September 1865, Northern reporter John Dennett encountered a 
freedman who had walked more than 600 miles from Georgia to Nmih Carolina, searching for his wife and 
children from whom he had been separated by sale. Another freedmart, writing from Texas, asked the aid 
of the Freedmen's Bureau in locating 'my own dearest relatives,' providing a long list of sisters, nieces, 
nephew, uncles, and in-laws, none of whom he had seen since his sale in Virginia twenty-four years 
before . . .. Usually, such quests ended in failure . . .. " (Foner, 1988, 83-7). Many others moved just 
because, for the first time in their lives, they had the freedom and power to do so. "Undertaken in the face 
of determined opposition from planters, the army, and the Freedman's Bureau, the massive population 
movement of early Reconstruction appeared to Southern whites, many Northerners, and subsequent 
historians as an ' aimless migration, ' proof that blacks equated freedom with idleness and 'vagabondage.'" 
(Foner, 1988, 81 ). 
147 to the Constitution] del BBCc 
148 and interpret for its time that great but vague, promise] del BBCc 
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of a railroad that refused to carry a Negro in the same carriage as a white man. The Court backed 
up the railroad. It said that the Fourteenth Amendment guaranteed to all citizens the equal 
protection of the laws and to "separate but equal" rights of citizenship. It may sound a little 
sophisticated today but it was a first-aid station for the wounded pride of the Negro and a 
sanctuary for the nine judges, who might well have given the signal for another and a bloodier 
civil war if they had dared in those days to say that equal rights meant "equal". 149 Well, a lot of 
societies have changed since 1896 and some have toppled over and last spring the Supreme Court 
ruled out the cunning gloss on the Constitution implied in the phrase "separate but equal." The 
test cases before it, as you may recall were brought by Negroes who thought the time had come to 
protest their exclusion from the normal education that their state provided. They held that in the 
pa11s of the country which has separate schools for Negroes and for Whites, the Negroes may 
have a separate education but it is by no means equal. The Supreme Court marked the way the 
wind was blowing three years ago when it bluntly told a Southern law school that if it would not 
let a Negro in, it would be obliged to build for him a separate law school with teachers and 
facilities as good as the ones it denied him. 150 This would obviously be a desperate and luxurious 
way to redress a grievance. Last May, the Court abolished the "separate but equal" doctrine and 
proclaimed that from now on it would have to consider the separation of Negroes and Whites in 
schools and colleges as an unconstitutional act. It is, of course, a custom bred in the bone of 
Southern society and has existed through the three hundred years since the first slave was 
contracted for in Holland and sailed from Africa on the good ship, "The Jesus of Lubeck." At 
one stroke, therefore, the Court transformed the traditions of the South and shook its way of life 
at the root. Several Southern states, notably Louisiana, South Carolina, and Georgia threatened a 
clever and peaceable defiance. This ruling applied of course to state, that is the public, school 
149 The vote was 7-1. Justice David Josiah Brewer did not participate. 
15° For Sweatt v. Painter, the Texas law school case, see Letter 191 (3 November 1950). 
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system. You can still, I hope, stmt a private school, or club, or society anywhere in the English-
speaking world and set up your own qualifications for membership. These three states said they 
would consider abolishing the public school system as it now exists, throw it open to the Negroes 
and reconstitute all white schools as private schools. Outside the South there are some states that 
already forbid segregation in the public schools and others that leave it to the taste of the locality. 
But now the Supreme Court has said it must come to an end everywhere. In a few days it will 
begin to issue a set of recommendations that will advise state legislatures how to end it with the 
least possible friction and grief. 
Now, you have heard of riots in Delaware and in the capital city of Washington itself, which 
has a huge Negro population. The fear of the black man is naturally always strongest in places 
where he might by sheer numbers defy and possibly intimidate the white man. Now, there are no 
more riots. Some states have already made the tremendous change and the people have accepted 
it peaceably. And in the South they wait and watch. But what is most amazing about the 
response of Americans to the judgment of the Court is not the momentary violence of the rioters, 
but the fact that the riots themselves were so few, so scattered, and so short-lived. The Court's 
opinion was very shrewdly taken. We have come a long, long way since the Depression. We 
have learned at least from the new tyrannies of Europe and Asia that free societies must enlarge 
the decencies they are supposed to stand on or collapse under the ridicule of the tyrant societies 
that fatten their peoples on the promise of heaven on earth by next Monday morning or 1960 at 
the latest. 
What has all this to do with that pink, slim man, one-sixty fourth Negro, name of Walter 
White, who died last week in New York? Well, he had been the Secretary for 37 years of the 
Negro's lobby in the national capital- the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People. And wherever in the '20s obscene mobs howled on the steps ofSouthernjails for the 
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body of a black man, and more triumphantly in the end on the floor of the Supreme Court itself, 
there you could expect to find Walter White. 151 He was, if any man was, the Negro's national 
leader. And yet there would have been no risk for him if, in his youth, he had left town, taken a 
train, turned up in a strange place, and decided to "pass." The verb "to pass" has an unholy and 
menacing magic for millions of Negroes who could never act it out. It is a temptation and a 
prospect to all those Negroes, and obviously they are uncountable, who could pass without 
suspicion as white men. The best guess, from the records of the census-takers, and from the 
more dubious relics of unpaid mortgages, missing employees, and long-lost sons and the like, is 
that about twelve thousand Negroes a year pass over unspotted into the white society. Walter 
White chose not only to live with his conscience but to use the gift of his white skin to champion 
the Negro in dangerous places. This may well be the first time that you have heard his name. It 
was Walter White. And I thought I would mention it because he is of the true family of Booker 
T. Washington, to say nothing of Abraham Lincoln. 152 GOOD NIGHT. [ts, ts2, BBCc] 
151 man, /\ and], and wherever a black man stood in a shabby courtroom to gain his rights, BBCc 
152 Booker T. Washington (1856?-1915), former slave; author, educator, advocate of black self-help. 
He was criticized by other black activists, notably by W.E.B. DuBois in The Souls of Black Folk (1903) 
- "OfMr. Booker T. Washington and Others" - , for his advocacy of mechanical training for African-
Americans as preferable to education. 
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LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 400 
[Recorded 25 March 1955 for broadcast 7 April 1955] 
[Returning to the story of Walter White, Cooke reflects on the psychological world of black 
Americans.] 
Good Evening. I talked last week about the great services to the Negro people of Walter 
White, a slim, pink, blue-eyed, sandy-mustached man who has just died, and who was a white as 
any of my listeners - in the sense that human beings anywhere use the word about the racial 
complexion of their fellows . You would not have quarrelled with Walter White if you had met 
him and he said his parents or grandparents came from Scandinavia. 
Two peculiar things may have shuck you about this man as I pictured him and told about 
his work. One is that his name was white- an ironical coincidence- since for forty years 
nearly he was the Negro secretary of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People.153 And the other is the fact mentioned that he had only one-sixtyfourth Negro blood. 
Easygoing people, who are easily reconciled to follies and cmelties of this world, might say that 
White was a compulsive martyr: a man determined to make a mountain of the molehill ofhis 
disability. I hope I don't have to stress the point that Negro blood is a disability in a society 
overwhelmingly white. 
Which brings me back to the curiosity of his name. I know nothing about his parents, 
and it may be that on his father's side he was pure white.154 But this irony reminds me of a shift 
153 Twenty-six years: 1929-1955. 
15parents 1\ , ] or lineage BBCc. "His family belonged to Atlanta's black elite and attended the 
influential First Congregational Church. Although White was very light-skinned, he chose to identify 
himself as an African-American. If he ever had any reservations about that choice, they were resolved 
during the Atlanta race riot of 1906, when a white mob threatened to attack his family home. The thirteen-
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or remedy that many Negroes take to, if they happen to be pale enough to take the chance of 
"passing" over into white society. 155 May I say again that roughly about twelve thousand 
Negroes a year "pass," in the special sense the word has taken on, of disappearing from Negro 
communities and tuming up unchallenged, somewhere else, and living often for the rest of their 
lives as white men. The accident of pigment can present such Negroes with an opportunity that is 
obviously more tempting than all the scholarships, the money, the promises and the performances 
of equality likely to come their way in a lifetime. Such a light-favored Negro- and of course 
he would also have to be free from the other facial and stmctural characteristics that white people 
-rightly or wrongly- attribute to Negroes- such a man takes usually one elementary 
precaution, which can often be his undoing. He changes his name. 156 Why does he do this? I 
don't know, since most Negro names are about as Anglo-Saxon as a name can be. The first 
Negroes in this country were simply assigned first names by the planters who bought them; 
oddly enough classical names -like Cato, Caesar, Hector, Pompey. 157 And since they belonged 
body and soul to him, they most often came to take his sumame. 158 The South is full of Negroes 
whose last name is that of some of the old and ancestral Southem families: the Lees, the 
Tutwilers, the Randolphs and so on. A man today called Jupiter Lee would most likely be 
descended from a slave. There is however really no such thing as an indigenous, immediately 
recognizable Negro name, except insofar as humble and outcast people everywhere yearn to 
belong to the majority; and therefore give their children names far more grandiose than they 
would have ifthey belonged without question from birth. When you are a drudging and outcast 
year-old White determined that he could never be part of a race that canied within it such a ghastly hatred." 
The New Georgia Encyclopedia (http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org). Pure white: for a black person's 
perspective on this phrase, see Letter 1545 (22 September 1978), on boxer Muhammad Ali's interview 
with TV talk-show host Dick Cavett. 
155 shift or remedy] regular trick or habit ts; pale] light-skinned BBCc 
156 his name/\,] to something that sounds more Anglo-Saxon ts 1'1 reading 
157 classical names /\ -]- it was after all a time of the rejuvenation of the classical ideal BBCc 
158 him] the planter BBCc 
160 
minority, with little hope of making a shining mark in the society around you; and if you also 
have any native sass and imagination; you tend to grab, in a foolish flight of fancy, at the 
grandeur that will be never be yours. 159 So the boys in the family are often called after some 
cunent idol: there must be a whole generation, down South, born in the mid-Nineteen Thirties, of 
colored boys who share the given names of Franklin D. Roosevelt Jones. The girls are more 
often given names full of a lyrical, almost desperate fancifulness, like Clendolia, Princilla, 
Orcellia, Roanza, all aiming at a really bizane elegance.16° From the same desperate bid to 
acquire with a sprinkling of water a majesty that could never come their way in life, some Negro 
parents delight to christen their boys: Duke, Earl, Baron, Count. 161 If they weren't so christened, 
a colored boy of notable talent, especially in jazz music,. will pick up such a nickname along his 
dizzy climb to success. From the back-country, where medical students, newspapermen and other 
scamps can easily impose on simple folks, Mr. H.L.Mencken has unearthed some really gorgeous 
names, loaded onto chortling babies by colored mothers and fathers touchingly impressed by a 
sheer rolling mass of syllables. Mr. Mencken has come across for instance, Chesapeake and 
Ohio Railroad Harry Stringfellow Johnson, Claude St. Junius Egene Leech Abraham Bonaparte 
Springer Hartsfield Love Gray Nixon; and the son of one devout colored parson- Matthew 
Mark Luke John Acts-of-The-Apostles Son-of-Zebedee-Garden-of-Gethsame Hill. 162 
But aside from these fancies, which would amuse most colored people as they would the 
whites, there is no species of names that you would instantly identify as that of a Negro, if by 
chance he were a light man eager to pass. But there is a psychological snare that awaits such a 
man. It is the human itch to prove the fancy as fact, to protest what is not so, to gild the stolen 
159 When] It is not uncommon, when ts. See Introduction for AC's youthful name change. 
160 elegance /\ .] - beyond the reach of the white man's ancestry ts 1'1 reading 
161 From the same desperate bid] By the same love ts 
162 parson] impressionable family ts. See H. L. Mencken, The American Language: An Inquiry Into 
the Development of English in the United States (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1921 ); Gethsame] 
Gethseame ts, BBCc. 
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lily. In his fine novel, The Looking Glass, my favorite American novelist the late William 
March, tells with great compassion about a boy in a small Southern town who is not sure of his 
origins. 163 Because the family speaks some Spanish, people assume that they come from Cuba. 
They are everywhere accepted as whites. But the boy isn't sure. He stands in front of the mirror 
and scans his own image for signs of colored blood. He is tormented by this uncertainty and by 
the suspicion that somewhere on his mother's side, he is colored. 164 He leaves the town as a 
young man and comes back many years later, white at the temples, a gentle, accomplished 
doctor. 165 Why did he come back to the town of his childhood? Because he was haunted by the 
whiteness, the literal whiteness of a girl there he had been in love with. Nobody recognized the 
stranger. 166 And he had changed his name to Dr. Snowfield. That fact that so many Negroes who 
look as if they could pass or do pass does point to the urge to escape out · of the limits, the social, 
political limits of Negro life. The same urge is very palpable among Negroes who could never 
pass. In the past year or two, there have come unto the newstands Negro picture magazines 
modelled, in more ways than their make-up and style, on the national picture weeklies. 167 Here 
tucked in the end pages you will see advertisements for lotions that promise to straighten your 
hair. But it is the body of the magazine that shocks the clear-eyed liberal who makes of relations 
between whites and Negroes a straight forward exercise in discrimination, intolerance, injustice 
and the like. The editorial page of these magazines usually celebrates with gusto the fact, - and 
it is the thundering fact of this whole discussion- that Negroes are everywhere breaking down 
the barriers of discrimination and being rewarded by their merits. More colored youths on big 
163 Alabama novelist (1893-1954). The Looking-Glass (Boston: Little, Brown & Co, 1943). 
164 side, 1\ he] maybe BBCc 
165 young man 1\ and] and becomes a medical student BBCc 
166 stranger 1\. ] and everybody accepted him BBCc. See also Letter 111, 6 February 1949, an 
account of a real-life doctor who passes in a small community, is unmasked, yet is accepted. 
167 Notably Ebony, illustrated magazine founded 1945. Picture weeklies: i.e., Life, Look, The 
Saturday Evening Post. 
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baseball teams. 168 More colored actresses and actors in jobs on Broadway. The first Negro 
professor of medicine or law in this white college. A Negro appointed as an American 
ambassador. 169 Another state following the great example of New York in prosecuting employers 
who refuse a man any job his skill qualifies him for on the suspected grounds that the man is 
colored.170 And the tremendous judgment of the Supreme Court that henceforth it will be against 
the law in the United States to send white and colored children to separate schools. The leader-
writers of these magazines, I say, applaud these great gains. 17 1 But if you look at the photographs 
and read the text about the people they delight to honor, you will often find that the hero is 
seldom the poor and dispossessed. It is the success boy, the celebrity. And you will even see 
features devoted, just like the white magazines, to some ball or coming-out party for a Negro 
society girl. Yes, indeed, there is in every big city of America aN egro upper crust, the sons and 
daughters of the merchants, the small manufacturers, the lucky few professional men, sometimes 
the famous musicians. 172 They would not live, they would not be allowed to live in the white 
parts of town. 173 But inside their own section, they too form an exclusive and excluding elite, 
none the less ruthless for being a mimicry of white snobbery. In many cities, this elite suffers its 
own peculiar troubles, because it seesaws uncertainly between two standards of admission. The 
standard of wealth, and the standard of pigment. It would form a simple, obvious upper class if it 
accepted only people oflight color. But sometimes they are very poor. And sometimes the 
comparatively rich are very dark. This tussle between a yearning and stigma sets up just as many 
tugs and conflicts as it does in white society. A very light skin - the characteristic color of what 
168 AC has not so far mentioned Jackie Robinson, the first black player in Major League baseball. But 
see tribute to Robinson in Letter 2514 (18 April1997). 
169 A Negro] The first full-blooded American Negro ts 
170 on the ... colored] just because he is a Negro BBCc 
171 Leader-writers: writers of prominently featured articles, usually with an editorial position. 
172 men 1\ , ] and in some places BBCc 
173 They would not] They are not elevated enough to ts l s1 reading 
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are called "the high yallers" - is prized not only by socialites, but by nightclub managers. The 
most sought-after, colored showgirls are the high-yallers. 174 
So you see, ifl may say, no simplification could be so well meant but so crude, as the 
simplification of the professional white reformer who looks down grandly from outside the world 
of the Negro and thinks of it as a solid atmy of downtrodden people, sinking all their subtle 
differences in the march to freedom.175 
Any decent man, I truly believe, will rejoice at the great decision last May of the 
Supreme Comi, abolishing segregation- first in buses and trains, and now in the schools of this 
land. 176 But this judgement will not blanket or solve the question of where ultimately the Negro 
is to go in American life. In time, the fme snobberies that many Negroes draw between their own 
shade of color or their own balance in the bank will crumble before the gesture of acceptance by 
the whites. But how open can, or dare, that acceptance be? There will then arise other conflicts. 
Colored boys and girls will work and play together. And who shall say they will not fall in love 
and marry? All the conservatism is not on the white side. A colored woman I have known for 
many years shook her head the other day and said she dreaded the day when her people and the 
whites mingled freely in school and college. 177 She shares exactly the same fear that many whites 
do. And she expressed it best by telling, with artless sympathy, of a friend of hers who has a boy 
of pale skin. 178 "He !night be white" she said. "But he's in his twenties and he's lookin' for the 
174high-yallers] "High-yaller: "yellow, a half-caste of light yellow complexion" .. . "somewhat 
depreciatory." OED "The Cotton Club, 644 Lenox Avenue, became the dominant Harlem nightclub. 
It had a segregated, white-only audience policy and a color-conscious, high-yellow hiring policy for chorus 
girls." Thomas J. Hennessey, From Jazz to Swing: African-American Jazz Musicians and Their Music, 
1890-1935 (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1994), 100. 
175 no simplification] nothing ts 
176 Brown v Board of Education did not rule on trains or other facilities . Segregation of noneducational 
public services later was banned by federal law and regulation. 
177day ] morning BBCc 
178 pale] very light BBBc 
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blackest girl he can find. He wants his children to be real Negroes."179 GOOD NIGHT. 
[ts, ts2, BBCc] 
LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 403 
[Recorded 1 April 1955 for broadcast 28 April28 1955] 
[On the ninetieth anniversmy of the end of the Civil War, a meditation on southern weather, 
flowers, culture and mythology.] 
Good Evening. If you believed what comes through the mail, this would be quite a week in 
the United States. I get, as all journalists do, a flock of publicity releases for the Creation Craft 
workers of Wisconsin, for invading sopranos of more optimism than talent, and for such heart-
rendering causes as Give-A-Dog-A-Bone-Week. 180 You think that last one is far fetched? Listen 
to the festivals that are presumably celebrated by bands of earnest people all over the country. 
My press calendar warns me that this week has been officially declared National Jewelry Week, 
179 Negroes.] Negroes. " ts. The letter begins and ends with a black person, each a respected 
acquaintance of AC, who is resistant toward blending with whites. The woman might be Emma Bowen, 
the Cooke family's African-American servant. 
180 
rendering] rending ts, tr 
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also National Coin Week. It has been so declared, of course, by the wholesale jewelers and by 
the American Numismatic Association. It is also, you should note, International-Potato-For-
Flavor-Week. That's not all. It is also National Slacks Week. 181 The one that really alarms me 
bears a very cunning name. This festival, announced for last Sunday, was called Meet Your 
Obligation Sunday. And you can soon see what obligation they have in mind when you discover 
that it's sponsored by a retail credit association. 
Well, we certainly seem to have kicked that around. And it must leave you with a picture of 
the United States and its people that is, to coin a word, fantastic. There are no more national 
holidays in the United States than in other countries. We don't even recognize bank holidays, as 
such. 182 But all these brave and ludicrous festivals -like National Friendship week and-
heaven help us- National Slacks Week- are simply an attempt by honest merchants to sell 
their wares. There was a simple old-fashioned time when the huckster came to your door and 
begged you to buy a clock or a brush or a pair of slacks. But since the invention of the telephone, 
to say nothing of the installment plan and the charge account, it is very hard to get the house-
holder to even inspect all the things the merchant insists he needs. So now the merchant sends 
him, through the mails, a kind of disguised ultimatum announcing National Slacks Week. The 
more timid citizens, he hopes, will assume that this amounts to a Presidential proclamation and 
instantly rush out and do their duty by purchasing a pair of trousers. The fact is, I must tell you, 
that not one American in a hundred thousand, I should think, has ever heard of these promotion 
campaigns. The sales susceptibility of the American people is not, as you might imagine, more 
easily attacked than that of other countries. Because this is the great country of salesmanship, the 
181 Week A .] which is sponsored, very hopefully indeed, by something called the Trouser Institute of 
New York City. Incidentally, I note it is also National Secretaries Week, which calls up a rather disturbing 
image of a huge female jamboree, during which no work is done, no letters answered, and the boss 
suddenly has to start taking dictation and rearrange the file of last month's orders from the Rocky Mountain 
territory tr 
182 Bank holidays: national legal holidays in Britain, with time off from work proclaimed in law. 
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native from an early age soon acquires a protective outer hide. In good times, certainly, his whole 
attitude to a salesman is that which the natives of Missouri are supposed to take to every attempt 
to persuade them. "Show me" is practically the state motto of Missouri and "sales resistance" is 
rapidly becoming the acquired reflex of the American people. 183 Hence, the devilish subtlety 
with which merchandisers give things away and try to disguise the fact that they hope in the end 
to sell you something. Hence, the increasing popularity of what is known in radio and television 
as the "institutional" commercial, a long account, indistinguishable from a documentary film 
about some process or material remotely connected with the product that the advertiser at another 
time or place would like to sell to you. 184 The point of an "institutional" is that it hopes to gamer 
general good will and respect for the manufacturer by never mentioning his product. That is how 
far we have come in the art of salesmanship. 
I don't know a more maligned group of men in America. Even when they say straight out that 
they have something they believe you're itching to buy, they have to put on an air of vague 
friendship and do good by stealth. A press calendar of the sort I've been quoting from, is really, 
of course, no kind of guide to the genuine American festivals that fall regularly at certain times of 
the year. Every region of the land has them, to celebrate the date of the founding, or the 
harvesting of the crop it makes its living by, or to honor a great date in the local history. April is 
a very nostalgic month in America and especially though the South, for April was the month of its 
humiliation and defeat, just ninety years ago. It is a most poignant month to go through the South 
for the reason that the spring has taken over everywhere. 185 It is hot now, and humid in the Deep 
South, and the cam elias and azalias have exhausted the riot they put on in the month of March. 
But, by now, every land and garden in the northern part ofVirginia had reached the peak of its 
183 The state motto ofMissouri is "The welfare of the people shall be the supreme law." 
184 as 1\ "institutional"] the ts, tr 
185 everywhere. 1\ It is] Indeed it's almost over. tr 
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blossom. It must have been a heartbreaking thing to lose the Civil War in your own countryside 
and go back and face the bitter irony of mined houses and broken farms and valleys, all 
blossoming with dogwood, and blood-root, and trillium, and see the magnolias growing just as 
freshly as ever out of their broken sod.186 I have been going, in the last week, through the South 
and I never fail to feel the pathos of this contrast. The Southland is more than a geographical 
region. 187 It is a frame of mind, and it has meant many things to many men. The new industrial 
South is a heartening thing to see for anyone who remembers the deadly years of the Depression, 
and the shambling hollow-eyed people of the cities and the mooching skeletons of the back-
country, with their fat-back pork and a plate of beans, their endless babies, the tell-tale rash that 
revealed the commonest affliction of the rural poor: namely, pellagra. The Southland is a new 
place these days, its language clean, the old exhausted cotton country freshly planted with a 
variety of crops, its towns not quite sleek but spmce with lots of paint, shining new factories, and 
always everywhere the heavy scent of the Southern flowers. The South today is, however, 
stirring with new apprehensions. They are waiting and watching to see what the Supreme Court 
advises them to do about their school system, about putting white and colored children to school 
together. There is no violence anywhere, only an anxious pause before the two tribes of 
Southerners make the first move to accept what they feel in their bones will have to be accepted. 
The South does not often get its due from the rest of the country. People make fun of the 
Southern accents, though there are males of the species who admit that they can be easily bowled 
over by it in a woman. There is a Northern belief that Southerners will drink anything that has 
been distilled out of a com cob. The North and the West too like to think of themselves as the 
progressive and up and coming part of the country. There is perhaps no other region of the 
186 thing /\ to lose] ninety years ago tr 
187 Southland: As AC says, the name, now almost unknown, was historically applied to the southern 
United States as a discrete cultural region with common elements. There is no North-, West-, or Eastland. 
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country that suffers so much from the survival of so many musical comedy myths about it. The 
Southern Colonel with his mint julep in one hand, waving the other at some Negro retainer, is still 
a type that Hollywood hates to give up, though he hasn't existed in the flesh for forty or fifty 
years. Again, the South has the real disadvantage, in claiming its share of democracy, in being, to 
all intents and purposes, politically a one-party region. The break-away of four states to 
Eisenhower in the last election was not so radical a move as it sounds.188 A lot of Southerners 
simply wanted to register their dislike of the Truman Administration. 189 But the moment the 
national election was over, they retired in good order to the ranks of the Democratic Party. For 
the Democrats run the government of all the Southern states, and the rebellion itself would not 
have been possible without the temporary defection, as a gesture, of Democrats who called 
themselves The Democrats for Eisenhower. 190 
However, politics was the last thing on my mind as I journeyed down from Virginia, down 
and around the enormous semi -tropical curve of the Southland. What struck me this year was 
what struck me the first time I saw it, and it does something to explain why most of the finest 
American literature of our day has come from the South. Here is a land which has roots and 
melancholy depths. It has had to battle with poverty, and the contempt of its richer neighbors, for 
nearly a century. Here was a community with its own special code of manners and of chivalry, 
which seeps down, if sometimes in a ludicrous way, to the humblest people, certainly to the 
Negroes. Here was a region whose traditions were not rooted in the notion that any man is just as 
good as another but in the quite different principle that all men are born equal and should have the 
right, by their manner and character, as well as their labor, to fill the highest positions in the state. 
Well, it was neither so raw nor powerful an ideal as the downright liberty, equality, and fraternity 
188 Texas, Virginia, Florida, and Tennessee were carried by Eisenhower. 
189 dislike of /\ the Truman] the national government- tr 
190 themselves /\ The] , for the time being, tr 
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of the Northern states that beat them. And I suppose it was bound to die for we had better not kid 
ourselves that the manners and customs of the South were invented by a traditional gentry. It was 
bound to break in the democratic free-for-all and the industrial savagery of the Nineteenth 
Century. But the traces of an older chivalry still linger on and still color the habits of these self-
sufficing, meditative, easy-going people. Only one man I have ever heard of regards the victory 
of the Northern forces at Appomattox as a calamity. Naturally, he is old H. L. Mencken of 
Maryland, a state which tried to stay neutral but which reluctantly joined the Northern side. 
Today, it has more of a Southern than a Northern air about it. For a reason I must let him tell you 
in his own words. This little passage from an old essay of his will be, I think, a fitting tribute to 
the South in the month when we celebrate, or regret, the ninetieth anniversary of its defeat. 
A victorious South, he says, "might not have produced anymore Washingtons, Madisons, 
Jeffersons, Calhouns and Randolphs of Roanoke, but it certainly would not have yielded itself to 
the Heflins, Caraways, Bilbos and Tillmans.[191] The rise of such bounders was a natural and 
inevitable consequent of the military disaster. That disaster left the Southern gentry defeated and 
almost helpless. Thousands of the best young men among them had been killed, and thousands of 
those who survived went North. They commonly did well in the North and were good citizens. 
My own native town of Baltimore was greatly emiched by their immigration, both culturally and 
materially; if it is less corrupt today than most other large cities, then the credit belongs largely to 
Virginians, many of whom anived with no baggage save good manners and empty bellies."192 
Good night. [ts, ts2, tr] 
19 1 James Thomas ("Cotton Tom") Heflin (1869-1951), U.S. senator from Mississippi, virulent 
opponent of rights for blacks, Catholics, and women; Benjamin ("Pitchfork Ben") Tillman ( 184 7 -1918), 
senator and governor of South Carolina and fierce advocate of both segregation and disenfranchisement of 
black people; Hattie Caraway (1878-1950), Arkansas senator, opposed a federal law against lynching and 
abolition of poll taxes, used to keep blacks from voting; Theodore G. Bilbo, see Letters 18 (14 July 1946) 
and 54 (26 June 1947). 
192 See the previous use ofthis Menckenpassage in Letter 212A (5 April1951), which also argues that 
the victorious South would have abolished slavery eventually. The premise appears to be that it would 
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LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 422 
[Recorded 4 November 1955 for broadcast 10 November 1955] 
[Surveying the arcana of the presidential nominating process, Cooke notes that Democratic 
candidates, to be taken seriously, must respect sensitivities of certain groups and regions -
particularly the white South.] 
Good Evening If I were asked to say off-hand, as I am now asking myself, what has been 
pmiicularly American about the things that people have talked about these last ten days, I 
shouldn't know what to say right away. What comes to mind at once are the things that people 
were talking about everywhere around the world. First, easily first, Princess Margaret' s 
decision. 193 After that, it would be a toss up between the not too happy news from Geneva, and 
the dark and bitter news from Israe1. 194 There are, of course, the general topics that historians will 
unearth from almost any issue of any newspaper printed in the years since 1950: the latest model 
of the big bomb; the uses that atomic energy is finding to power submarines, or attack disease; the 
seemingly world-wide changes in climate, or say, the increase as a regular thing of natural 
disasters that once were called freakish. 195 
The standard topics of daily talk among Americans, once the big international anxieties are 
out of the way, are: the distress of the farmers , whose income has been declining steadily for the 
past three years; the contrasting boom of the national economy which is riding higher than at any 
have been preferable to allow slavery to continue indefinitely, until the southern elites decided to do away 
with it in their own good time, rather than subject the South to military defeat. For the idea that racial 
brutality was not the fault of the southern elite class, see Introduction. 
193 Princess Margaret, younger sister of Queen Elizabeth II, had announced 31 October that she had 
decided not to marry Peter Townsend, a divorced RAF fighter pilot. 
194 A July summit meeting in Geneva between President Eisenhower and Soviet Premier Nikolai 
Bulganin was seen as useful, but led to no agreements; 2 November, an Israeli raid on Egypt, in response 
to an Egyptian raid on an Israeli settlement, killed seventy-two Egyptians and seven Israelis. 
195 thing 1\ of] at least in the Northern Hemisphere, BBCc 
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time in history with no bust or crimp in sight; the active cantering, in broad daylight, of all the 
dark horses for next year's Presidential election; and the shooting of a wealthy young sportsman 
on Long Island by his wife who thought she was aiming at a prowler in the night. This last item, 
which drenches the picture papers with diagrams, photographs of relatives in black, and 
interviews with old servants of the family- this is still a highly speculative affair; and it would 
be wrong to talk about it, certainly abroad, before a grand jury has heard all the facts and decided 
whether or not to hand down a bill of indictment. 196 
The one topic that's bound to raise its bright and scruffy head in any group of Americans, 
from ranchers to bellboys, from businessmen to showgirls, is the coming Presidential election. 
You will think us mad to work ourselves up so soon about an event that can't be decided until the 
5th ofNovember 1956. But as one man who dashed over to Britain last spring ten days before 
your election and felt rather guilty at coming so late and so innocently into all the tumult and 
shouting ("what tumult, what shouting", you will ask, and rightly?) I can only say that there is 
more general excitement, more intense campaigning, more counter plotting and plotting, more 
total absorption with the election by more candidates and agents and volunteer workers - than 
there was in Britain at the beginning oflast May, or for that matter, on the 26th ofMay. 197 
People who don't normally have an opinion about the presidential candidates until the two 
parties have picked their man are now secretly memorizing strange names, so as not to appear as 
total dopes when they find themselves sitting around in the evening and hear a man say: "If it 
goes beyond six ballots, I tell you Lausche is going to look better all the time." What's that again 
- Lausche? That is right, and you needn't feel ashamed at all about not recognizing or bring 
196 Ann Woodward shot William Woodward, her wealthy husband, in their home the night of30 
October, believing him to be a prowler. It turned out there had been a prowler in the house, and she was 
not charged. 
19726th ofMay: In 1955, the Parliamentary election in the United Kingdom, won by the Conservative 
Party. 
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able to spell, the name of the Governor of Ohio, Frank Lausche -1-a-u-s-c-h-e. I pick on him 
quite idly, because he's the one that people who live in the East and in the West have the most 
trouble with. Not in the Midwest because he has been elected the Governor of Ohio five times-
a staggering record for a man who calls his own pa1ty machine "a bunch of bosses", who is in his 
sixteenth year, who takes little trouble to ingratiate himself, as American politicians traditionally 
must, with every minority that goes to the polls. 198 This means in an infinite number of American 
cities, that a politically ambitious man must not-ever-say anything that might possibly offend the 
Italian American, the Polish American, the German American, the Czech American, the Russian 
American; the factory worker, the farmer, the shopkeeper, the sons of resettled Yankee families, 
the Protestants, the Jews, the Roman Catholics. Americans- even very politically minded 
Americans - still cherish the creed that the two nominating conventions -the vast 
congregations, 20,000 strong, that will gather next summer to pick by ballot the party's candidate 
-that these conventions are the nearest thing on earth to the Parliament of the Common Man: 
that "the people" choose from all good men and true in the land the two men most competent, or 
wise, or glamorous, or all three, to fight out the election in the following November. 199 The 
actual men who do the picking before the balloting starts -the leaders of the state delegations -
know better. They know in their bloodstreams what Lord Bryce, sixty-five years ago, discovered 
with his eyes and brain: the error that most foreigners make in discussing who has and who hasn't 
much of a chance for the Presidency. 200 It is the error of thinking that the talk that's going on 
now, and the ferment of the actual conventions themselves, is given over to finding the finest 
character, or the most imposing leader, or the most honest man, or the wisest. What the 
198 who 1\ in] is ts; sixteenth] sixtieth ts 
199 of the common man 1\ ] of man- to the Parliament of the Common Man BBCc 
200 Historian, lawyer, and Liberal politician James Bryce (1938-1922), First Viscount Bryce, whose 
1888 book The American Commonwealth was the first close study of American constitutional practice by 
a British intellectual. 
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Convention seeks is the "available" man, a word that has a very special meaning in American 
politics. "Available" means the most likely to win, the man most acceptable to most states. A 
man with strong known opinions and convictions on controversial topics is clearly disqualifying 
himself by the very strength of his convictions.201 A man who wants to be President must not fly 
in the face of the prejudices of any great section of the country - this is one of the chronic 
troubles, these days, of Democratic candidates who feel strongly that schools should not 
segregate colored and white pupils. The prejudice and custom of the South runs to the contrary, 
Supreme Court ruling or no Supreme Court ruling. And yet another tradition of the South is that 
it is overwhelmingly a Democratic region, a one-party region. If a Democratic candidate minces 
his words, and talks out of both sides of his mouth about segregation, never quite committing 
himself one way or the other, if he is otherwise acceptable he stands to get the votes of all the 
delegations from the Southern states. Mr. Stevenson last time was fairly and judiciously vague 
about this issue and the South preferred him over people like Senator Kefauver or Governor 
Harriman ofNew York, who were inflexibly against segregation and known to be so. 202 One of 
the great advantages of Stevenson's reluctance to be a candidate last time- his holding off to the 
very last minute to say whether or not he would take the nomination if it was offered -that great 
advantage was that hundreds of delegates who came to vote for him weren't sure what he stood 
for or against. When he was picked and started his campaign, he minced no words. He told them 
in Richmond, Virginia what he told them in Harlem: that segregation of whites and Negroes was 
a dead and disfiguring prejudice. Well, when the time came to vote for him, the galled South 
remembered these words and several Southern states - four, in fact, deserted their Democratic 
traditions and voted for Eisenhower, the Republican. That hadn't happened since 1928, when 
201 and convictions] del BBCc 
202 Tennessee senator Estes Kefauver (1903-1963), Adlai Stevenson's vice presidential running mate 
in 1956; New York governor W. Averill Harriman (1891-1986). 
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five Southem states went Republican- a record.Z03 Why was it a record?204 For another 
reason, well understood in the South but not so often ventilated in public. Because the 
Democratic candidate for President was a Roman Catholic, Al Smith, the ftrst and the last non-
Protestant who has ever stood for the Presidency. The South is deeply Protestant, what in Britain 
is called Nonconformist. 205 The Southern Baptists and Methodists rule the roost. 
That reminder of Al Smith's defeat brings us back, on the same point, to the tousleheaded, 
immensely able, Governor of Ohio, Frank Lausche. He is about as moderate as you could find 
in the Democratic party, - and if anything is sure it is that the Democrats next year won't be 
looking for an extremist on any wing. But Governor Lausche is also a Roman Catholic. 
Understand that there is no rule, no law against a Roman Catholic or a Jew being elected 
President of the United States. The rule is the strong one of the prejudice, and it is always 
assumed that such a candidate would alienate more people than he would attract. Well, Al Smith 
was triumphantly nominated in 1928, and one day, no doubt, there will be a Roman Catholic 
President.206 How near that day is is anybody's guess. It is the only argument some Democrats 
can fmd against Governor Lausche, a prejudice not shared by the people of Ohio.207 
Now I said that I picked Frank Lausche's name almost idly and yet I've been going on about 
him as if he were a leading candidate for the Democratic nomination. I picked him because he's 
almost certainly unknown to you, as he is to the vast majority of Americans. Four years ago, at 
this stage of the jockeying for position, very few people indeed outside the Midwestern States 
could have possibly answered the question: "Who is the Governor of Illinois? My first written 
dispatch about him to appear in an Indian paper, the India of India, that is, printed him as 
203 North Carolina, Texas, Virginia, Florida, and Tennessee. 
204 1\ why] And ts 
205 Noncomformist /\. ] in the religious sense BBCc. I.e., not conforming with the practice or 
discifcline of the Church of England. 
06 19 2 8, 1\ and] but of course he was not elected, BBCc 
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"Adelaide Stevenson". Yet in six months not to have known Stevenson would have been to 
brand yourself a moron. 
Well, such is the fashion and the normal course of snobbery in politics. I can assure you now 
that if the American "people" -meaning the most ordinary people who are voters rather than 
politicians - if they know by the end of next July the half-dozen likeliest candidates, they will 
be only a month's jump ahead ofyou.208 Strange and frightful things can happen between now 
and next August, when the Democrats go to Chicago to pick their leader, and the Republicans a 
week later go to San Francisco. It is possible that there may be a real dark horse somewhere, as 
there was in 1940. I doubt it. Television and radio and the news agencies, the weapons of what 
we call mass-communications, have seen to it that a dark horse is photographed on a TV network 
show the moment he puts his nose out of the stable and blinks his eyes in the daylight. And it 
may be the fault of mass communications that we today think there are so many men with a 
serious chance of being picked. I will call off to you the names of the men who have been 
seriously mentioned as Presidential possibilities in each party. Here they are: For the 
Republicans, assuming- as we all do, that President Eisenhower will not run again: Vice 
President Nixon, Chief Justice Warren; Governor Hetier of Mass; Ambassador Henry Cabot 
Lodge; Senator Knowles of Calif; Governor Knight of California; Governor McKeldin of 
Maryland; the Secy of the Treasury, Mr. Humphrey; the president's brother Milton Eisenhower; 
Mr. Harold Stassen; a veteran dark-horse, to say nothing of Paul Hoffman, who used to run ECA, 
and the old youngster, the twice defeated Thomas E. Dewey.209 For the Democrats: Adlai 
208 meaning the most ordinary] del BBCc; if they know] del BBCc 
209 Eisenhower had suffered a severe heart attack in September and his medical prognosis was 
uncertain. Earl Warren (1891-1974), chief justice of the United States 1953-1969; Christian Herter (1895-
1966), U.S. secretary of state 1959-1961; Knowles] Knowland ts; William F. Knowland (1908-1974); 
Goodwin Knight (1896-1970); Theodore McKeldin (1900-1974)- see Letter 503 (29 September 1957) for 
McKeldin's role in the integration ofthe Baltimore schools; George M. Humphrey (1890-1970); Milton R. 
Eisenhower (1889-1985), president of Johns Hopkins University; Harold E. Stassen (1907-2001), former 
governor of Minnesota; Paul G. Hoffman (1891-1974), a former auto industry executive who strongly 
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Stevenson, Governor Haniman ofNew York; Senator Kefauver of Tennessee, Governor Leader 
of Penn; Gov. Meyner of New Jersey; Governor Williams ofMich; Earle Clements of Kentucky; 
Senator Humphrey of Minnesota; Senator Symington of Missouri, Senator Fulbright of Arkansas; 
and Governor Lausche of Ohio.Z10 
There's absolutely no need to memorize these names Remember Stevenson, Kefauver, and 
Harriman for the Democrats; and Nixon, Wanen, and perhaps Stassen for the Republicans. They 
were way out front. You can sound well informed in any company if you toss these six names 
around; you may not stay so well informed ten months from now, -when some man now 
minding his own business, and paying regular premiums on his insurance policy, will be 
acclaimed before twenty thousand people as "That dynamic leader, that great American, and the 
next President of the United States ... " GOOD NIGHT. [ts, ts2, BBCc] 
advocated the Marshall Plan and served as president of its U.S. administrative arm, the Economic 
Cooperation Administration. 
210 Governor George M. Leader (b. 1918); Robert B. Meyner (1908-1990); G. Mennen Williams 
(1911-1988); U.S. senator Earle C. Clements (1896-1985); Stuart Symington (1901-1988); J. William 
Fulbright (1905-1995). 
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LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 443 
[Recorded 6 April1956 for broadcast 12 April1956] 
[The southern white class structure and its relation to race prejudice; the white fear of racial 
intermarriage.] 
Good Evening. Yesterday morning I came out of the long avenue of Washington and the 
American elms that line them like green fountains and turned south, across the beautiful open 
. mall dominated by the sword of the Washington Monument, and the great marble columns 
· through which appears the brooding white figure of a sitting Lincoln.Z 11 I whisked around that 
memorial and out towards the river, with the smaller, round memorial to Thomas Jefferson and 
turned my face south. Not south simply as the compass points but to the South, the Southland. 
For the Potomac is the dividing line- that marks off the North (and the United States) from a 
region all its own, a nation within a nation, the only region that became its own nation for four 
bloody years, that created its own President, put on its own uniform, fought the heavy odds of all 
the rest of the union, and lost. 
No national border could be more lovely or melancholy than that of the bridge over the 
Potomac- the Memorial Bridge. For ahead on a rising hill lies a wood flowering now with 
yellow forsythia and cherry blossom and pink and white dogwood and many sweet flowers. 2 12 
And planted most solidly on the little lawns, under the shade of great trees, are small white 
houses, with classical porticos. They are dotted so carefully that they make up a sort of 
miniature of the South's most cherished myth- that of the pastoral country aristocracy, presided 
211 the 1\ sword] great BBCc 
212 
a 1\ wood] beautiful BBCc 
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over by good men in white houses run by black servants. But these are not houses. They are 
tombs. And as you come close you see the name of this enchanting hilly garden of four hundred 
acres: the Arlington National Cemetery's Memorial Entrance. That word again. Again, on many 
a tomb and statue, the word "memorial" tolls like a bell. For here lie the celebrated dead, and 
many unsung heroes, who died in American wars from the Civil War to Korea. This, going out 
of Washington, is the entrance to the South - to two thousand miles round the bend of the Gulf 
of Mexico. The South begins across the Potomac at Arlington and ends with the western and 
most southem border of Texas, at El Paso. 
It is very touching and noble that the South should begin with so many memorials to its past 
to a separate culture created by gentler, more ironical types than the Calvinist scholars and 
preachers who preferred the stony soil and the cranberry bogs of Massachusetts. But it is unfair 
that the South should offer, at its very gate, -a cemetery. It suggests to many people that the 
South is a graveyard of ways oflife which history outmoded, and of hopes that deserved to be 
lost. 
I was going South again to learn a little more about the great issue that has shaken it to the 
roots: the issue of segregation, about which it is possible to be neat and definitive in many 
ways. 213 You can say that the Supreme Court is the supreme arbiter of the law of the land, which 
it is, and that the Court's word is final, and the South had better stir its prejudiced stumps. You 
can say- as Eisenhower and Stevenson have said -that the white and the colored races must 
go to school together and to college and accept the same guarantees of civil rights, but that no one 
- least of all the federal government- must threaten or bully the South with a sword or with 
213 AC's trip included his first encounter, in Montgomery, Alabama, with the young Martin Luther 
King Jr. , in the midst of the Montgomery bus boycott. He described the scene in a Guardian dispatch he 
would frequently quote in future years (See Appendix A). That and several others from the trip were 
reprinted by the Guardian in a 1956 pamphlet, The Ordeal of the South, with a title taken from a phrase in 
this Letter. 
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federal punishments. You can say, with millions of southerners, mean and generous, thoughtful 
and bigoted, that the Supreme Court's integration order is to be resisted by every legal means, 
because it flouts an accepted order of race relations whose destruction would cause grief to 
destroy- one, by the way, which is not peculiar to the South; it is an order that colonial powers 
have not dreamt of reforming in their own colonies.214 
I want in this talk to try and put together a few of my own impressions, gathered over many 
years, ofthe so-called Southern way oflife, as it fundamentally affects the two races. 215 But I 
mean to leave the door open for conclusions I had never guessed at. Because if I knew the answer 
to this approaching ordeal of the South I would not be going through it again. One of the 
fascinations, to a European, of the South is that, quite apart from whatever other traditions have 
grown in the rest ofthe colintry, or been grafted on to a given landscape by the immigrants who 
came in, the South created a unique native culture that has given us certainly some of America's 
greatest writers, its only indigenous music, a great wealth of what Americans call folkways -
including many ways of speech, its own excellent type of cooking; a climate with the hottest sun 
that shines on a nation of northern people; a subtropical landscape; a leisurely tempo of life; a 
tolerance of human failings; a pleasure as calculated as the French have in human play and eating 
and drinking. 
214 Cooke's first use of the word "integration" in Letter from America. "The bringing into equal 
membership of a common society those groups or persons previously discriminated against on racial or 
cultural grounds." OED, which reports its first use in a racial context in South Africa in 1940; in the 
United States in 1955: "Ann. Amer. Acad. Pol. & Social Sci. CCCII. 25/1 'The frontier for race relations 
has been shifting more and more to the housing field .... The degree of integration in the schools now 
depends very largely on the residential pattern."' It was used in 1954, however, by the Supreme Court in 
Brown v. Board of Education: "Segregation with the sanction oflaw, therefore, has a tendency to [retard] 
the educational and mental development of negro children and to deprive them of some of the benefits they 
would receive in a racial[ly] integrated school system." See Letter 805 (9 Febmary 1964) for AC's 
discussion of the word. 
215 
racesA.] ; to point out some ofthe contradictions and troubles that stand in the way of a change or, 
indeed, that mark a change already made 1'1 reading; races A. ] , and I do think it fundamentally affects 
all races BBCc 
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Let us say that this was the ideal core, and like all ideals it was never quite realized. But the 
men who planted it were the men who largely founded this nation- a generation of intellectuals, 
a majority of them from Virginia. The Deep South was French in those days, then Spanish and 
French again. And as you go out of the Colonial South and down to New Orleans, every street 
name, the names of vegetables, the name of your host, the drinks, the storefronts, the grilled 
balconies, the statues, many of the dark-eyed women of Louisiana and Texas are there to remind 
you that the first few generations of southerners were the children ofEngland and ofFrance. 
Since then, since the early nineteenth century, the stock of the South has been fortified just when 
it was apt to sink into an elegant fatigue by sterner types, who are now as Southern as the Lees 
and Jeffersons and Randolphs to the north or the DeLaHoussaye's, Broussards, Galatoires, 
Bienvilles ofLouisiana.216 These were what you call Ulstermen, and what Americans call Scotch-
Irish. They broke the Southern frontier, they were the first independent small farmers. They were 
rivennen and loggers and hunters, and hill-people. And they gave a Southern inflection to the 
names of McCoy, McLellan, Fraser, Campbell, and the like. The South never really digested in 
its Anglo-French system the new non-conformists, who multiplied in such numbers that they are 
today an actual majority of Southern stock.217 
The Scotch-Irish- sturdy, independent, often vengeful and narrow-minded, unschooled and 
suspicious of the older types - clutching a hoe in one hand and in the other a Bible that 
contained all the truth they needed, and that of a literal kind.218 So to begin with there are two 
216 
apt] about BBCc 
217 AC here shows knowledge of the ethnic diversity of the white South (though he does not note that 
many Louisiana creoles, including wealthy slaveholders, had significant African or American Indian 
blood), yet he tends to identify whiteness with the word Anglo-Saxon. See Letters 6 (28 April 1946), 53 
(12 June 1947), 453 (19 August 1956), and 734 (8 September 1962). 
218 AC knew this type from direct experience. "Mary Elizabeth Byrne Cooke, was of Irish Protestant 
[specifically Ulster] stock. Her forebears emigrated to Britain sometime in the miserable mid-nineteenth 
century when the potato famine was rife. She was a stem and often forbidding mother. .. . It was she who 
organized the family Bible-readings and ensured that Alfred's first efforts on the piano, picking out the tune 
of'Drink to Me Only,' were suppressed on the Sabbath. Cooke believes he inherited her toughness." 
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wildly contrary strains in the South: at once the most civilized, easygoing, gently mannered 
people (that I have known, certainly), more concerned with manners than with morals, accepting 
with a good conscience and considerable responsibility first the slave status, and then the 
inevitable servant status, of the Negro. And the other strain- tough, pioneer, puritan Celts, 
distrusting those above them and taking on with a fierce and pathetic pride the prevailing 
conviction that Negroes were inferior and shiftless people. 
I don't want to go any further with this plunge, or dipping of the toe, into anthropology. Just 
enough to show that there are many strains of southerner, but that these two explain the charm 
and the bigotry of the South, by now greatly intermingled. 
It will not do to say that if the Supreme Court had not acted, race relations would have gone 
on gradually improving in the South. It will not do to say it, everi though it is true, because the 
improvements were corning too slowly for a world in which Asia and Africa are pressing as much 
their own new notions of human equality. It will not do to say it even though the youngest 
generation of Southerners that I have talked to in the past fourteen years have said that the Negro 
cannot go on being a second-class citizen forever, that the acceptance of bright Negroes in 
universities and colleges would happen. In fact, it has happened, and at this point it may be 
worth the reminder that in the South (the region so pitied by human people from lucky lands that 
do not have to live in a community where half the people, more or less, are colored) more 
Negroes go to college in proportion to the population than white men go to college in England. 
Nick Clarke, Alistair Cooke: A Biography (New York: Arcade Books, 1999), 13. During his 
transcontinental driving trip in 1941 -2, reporting on the home front, AC was whistling as he pumped gas in 
his car one Sunday in Wisconsin when "the operator of the gas station rebuked me. I remembered again I 
was in the sober North country, into which I had been born. And I thought of my mother tearing into the 
drawing room on Sundays if my piano fingers wandered from 'Sweet and Low' or a Beethoven minuet and 
slipped into a single chord of jazz." The American Home Front, 1941-1942 (New York: Grove Press, 
2006), 224. In Letter 1169 (10 July 1971) AC describes his mother's horror at his playing of Louis 
Armstrong's Saint James Infirmary on the family phonograph. 
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Ah, I hear you say, but what sort of college? Do they go with whites? Until about ten years ago 
they did not. Now they are going. At latest count there are two thousand or more of them 
studying alongside southern whites, with no outc1y and no incidents.219 Until the Supreme Court 
said it must be so. Until the court handed down the fateful word that the separation of white and 
colored people in schools maintained by the state is intolerable and illega1.220 Integration became 
fi h . d 22 1 a 1g tmg wor . 
And before we judge the South too hastily and too loftily, we must put ourselves in their 
place. Suppose that half the population of Birmingham, England, not Alabama, or Sheffield, or 
Brighton or London was colored. And suppose it had been so for two or three hundred years. 
With the colored people going to their schools, and you going to yours. Would you at once 
accede to a law passed by Parliament that next autumn your children must go to school with 
colored people? It is a crude question, and no doubt some people will be irritated by it. But it is 
the first question to put. Because what a parent thinks of it is that his children will mingle 
equally, as scholars and playmates, and then or later on as friends and sweethearts, with colored 
people. Southerners have always been closer to colored people than northerners and played 
together as children in the freedom that is generated by any strong taboo. The taboo was accepted 
on both sides, that the Negro would not expect to rise above a certain point in the social scale, 
that he would do mainly menial work, that intermarriage was the sin against the Holy Ghost. 222 
The Supreme Court's order not only imposes the quite harmless custom of working and playing 
with children of another race. It threatens to destroy the taboo which allowed them a safe 
219 thousand 1\ or] that's not very many BBCc sic no commas or dashes 
220 word] law 1'1 reading; law BBCc 
221 At the left of the paragraph beginning "It will not do . .. ", which has extensive pencil insertions, is a 
marginal note by AC: "(Marie- ask me if this is unclear!)" 
222 the 1\ sin] unspoken BBCc. The most explicit statement in the series that black people are 
accepting of the limitations imposed on them by segregation. For the assertion that they, too, oppose 
integration, see Letter 400 (7 April 1955). 
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familiarity. I will not beat about the bush. It brings to all southern parents the specter of 
intermarriage and eventual wholesale miscegenation.223 So, I hear many people say, what of it? 
That's what I say. In one, two, three, four, five generations it seems to me to be inevitable. But 
you have to say honestly to yourselves whether it is a prospect that you find agreeable and 
workable - in our culture - that phrase itself is a cliche and a parrot cry. But it has point. 
Today, certainly, the human being as we know him in all his baffling variety is not ready, in the 
United States at any rate, to accept this as a radical fact of life. 
You will have heard, and truthfully, that integration is going on without pain or outrage in 
what are called the border states, and in counties of the South that share a vital characteristic: that 
that they have a very small percentage of Negroes among them. 224 Kentucky, for instance, has 
only seven percent Negroes. Such a literal minority enforces the knowledge that the Negroes will 
remain a minority. It is quite different in the three states you have heard the worst news from: in 
Mississippi, Georgia, Alabama. In most places there, Negroes make up twenty-five percent or 
thirty percent or even fifty-five percent of the people in your community. Where the Negro bulks 
so large, he is a threat to the dominance of the whites and to the continuation of a white race. 225 
This is not a shibboleth.226 It has happened every place where there was no restraint, of law 
or social custom, on intermarriage. 227 This is the deep, unspoken, and unpublicized fear of the 
South, and of Southerners who acknowledge, in their present acute distress, that the inferior status 
of the Negro, his segregation, his banishment from the vote by poll taxes, is not only an indignity 
but the most glaring single flaw in the American democracy, which was founded on the promise 
223 miscegenation: "Coined by David Goodman Croly and George Wakeman in an anonymously 
published hoax pamphlet circulated in 1863, which implied that the American Republican party favoured 
mixed-race relationships." OED. 
224 characteristic/\:] they have in common BBCc 
225 threat 1\ to] not only BBCc 
226 shibboleth: See Letter 457 (16 September 1956) for AC's second use of this word, and his reason 
for using it. 
227 
"This" might refer to "dominance," "continuation," or both. If the latter, it is not clear to what 
historical instance he refers. 
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of a sentence spoken every moming by American children as an oath of allegiance to the flag: 
"One nation, under God, indivisible, with freedom and justice for a11."228 Good night. 
[ts, BBCc] 
LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 453 
[Live from Chicago 18 August 1956 for broadcast 19 August 1956]229 
[A report from the Democratic National Convention describes the "chemical" dislike between 
the Democratic nominee, Adlai Stevenson, and former president Harry S. Truman.] 
Good Evening. On Friday night an awful lot ofDemocrats- about four thousand of them 
- pattered back to their hotel rooms and keeled over in happy exhaustion. 230 They had every 
reason to be oblivious for the next eight hours, but shortly after dawn they were ripped from their 
beds by some of the fanciest artillery that has ever crashed over a convention city. I have 
checked with some of them who thought at the time it was Harry Truman getting off a final blast 
against the Republicans on his early morning walk- for Mr. Tmman keeps his farmer ' s ways 
and is always up and bouncing around the streets, with his sergeant major's snap, hours before the 
city slicker staggers into his coffee. But a man from the Carolinas heard the thundering clatter 
228 Not "freedom," but "liberty." 
229Live: The dates would differ if, as presumably happened, it was Saturday night in Chicago as AC 
spoke on a direct line and already Sunday morning in the U.K. 
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- about four thousand of them -] del tr 
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outside and correctly diagnosed what all the noise was about. "In the last hours," he quoted, "the 
Lord shall make his will known in mighty ways."23 1 
He was right. It was a thunderstorm, of such ear-splitting majesty, that it might have been 
ordered and scheduled by the Democrats as the proper end to their Convention. For the 
Democrats love the rougher forms of drama the way the Republicans love the smoother forms of 
organisation. Both parties, of course, assume that God is on their side, but while the Republicans 
appeal to the Almighty to continue the wise trusteeship of tl1eir affairs, the Democrats - so 
many of whom are God-fearing Methodists and Baptists from the South- trust in the God of the 
Old Testament. They want a sign, they yearn for a clatter and a bang of divine anger. And 
yesterday morning's thunderstorm, they believe, is a warning to the Republicans that America is 
ripe for punishment, preferably by Adlai Stevenson and Estes Kefauver.232 I don't think anyone 
can complain, as we used to do during the long reign of Roosevelt, that the Democratic 
convention was a foregone thing, a ritual whose moves could be followed from a book. We 
always used to say that before the Democrats' conventions, and we were always wrong. Because 
the Democrats are not one party. They are an alliance, uneasy at best, of three or four parties; and 
I can't think of another country where you could find- under a blanket with the Democratic 
label- such uncomfortable bedfellows as Governor Griffin of Georgia and Senator Herbert 
Lehman of New York, say- one of whom is an Anglo-Saxon country-boy conservative of the 
deepest Southern dye, who believes that the Supreme Court is a subversive institution, destroying 
the very foundations of constitutional government; and the other a wealthy, cultivated radical 
Jew, who can't wait for the day when the federal government enforces by every legal means the 
23 1 The scriptural reference is uncertain; possibly Ephesians 1:8-9: "Wherein he hath abounded toward 
us in all wisdom and prudence; I Having made known unto us the mystery of his will, according to his 
good Eleasure which he hath purposed in himself." KJV 
2 2 On Kefauver, who was nominated for vice president, see also Letter 422 (1 0 November 1955). 
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compulsory mixing ofNegroes and whites in the schools.233 This division itself was bound to 
cause some sort of stir in a Democratic convention- it blew up the place in 1948, when half the 
South stomped out of the whole and set up its own candidate for President - and this time there 
was general congratulation that only the state of Georgia made nasty remarks about the North, 
and after a very mild flare-up on the floor the so-called civil rights part of the platform was 
approved. 234 
The dislike for each other of people like Governor Griffin and people like Senator Lehman is 
an ideological thing, though of course it springs like most ideology from a reaction against your 
own upbringing. 235 But there are other contrasts of type and personality in the Democratic Party 
that we ought to bear in mind and don't. One of them, far and away the most interesting after last 
week, is that between Adlai Stevenson and Harry Truman. Stevenson comes from what used to 
be called the property-owning classes -not the late nineteenth century type of tycoon like 
Vanderbilt and Jay Cooke and the first railroad baron, Harriman - but a genteel, very 
comfortably off family with some roots in the South and more in the prairies ofl11inois.236 
Stevenson was the type of gently-bred, only-son bright boy, who went East to school and college 
- to Choate and Princeton, that is to say - to - as a handy parallel- to Rugby and 
233 Marvin Griffin (1907-1982). As governor (1954-59) he threatened to close the public schools 
rather than accept integration. No schools in Georgia were integrated until after be left office. Herbert H. 
Lehman (1878-1963) New York senator 1950-57. His father was one of the founders of Lehman Brothers, 
the investment bank that failed in 2008. 
234 The civil rights plank introduced by a faction led by Hubert H. Humphrey in 1948 and adopted by 
the convention provoked a walkout by Southern Democrats, led by Strom Thurmond, who became a third-
party candidate for president under the "Dixiecrat" label. Thurmond later became a Republican. In 1956 
the southerners held their peace on the assumption that Stevenson, should he win, would or could do 
nothing about the civil rights plank, which was vague about specific steps to be taken to assure black 
Americans' rights. 
235 
against 1\ your] or to tr 
236 Cornelius Vanderbilt (1794-1877), a shipping and railroad magnate; Jay Cooke ( 1821-1905), 
financier; Edward H. Harriman (1848-1909), railroad tycoon and father of New York governor and 
diplomat W. Averill Harriman. 
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Cambridge.237 Harry Truman, his mother proudly said, ploughed the straightest furrow in 
Jefferson County, Missouri. He is the saltiest type of farming-city boy from a Border State- a 
Midwestern farmer with a touch of Southern accent: once a timekeeper on a construction gang, a 
petty judge, a haberdasher, a man who started in politics ringing doorbells, a man with a farmer's 
distrust of soaring eloquence and four-syllable words; a plain man, sometimes breathtakingly so, 
who yet has a passion for history and who once made the surprising remark that the thing he 
would love most to do would be to write in English the plain style that Cicero wrote in Latin. He 
does remarkably well at it, as his speech on Friday night showed.238 
Now, I hope no one is getting the idea that because of this contrast in background and social 
history, Adlai Stevenson and Harry Truman would be bound to dislike each other. Nothing could 
be more superficial. I could name- and won't- two men, one on each side of the Atlantic, 
who have almost identical backgrounds, of Stevenson's sort, who cannot abide each other 
because they are too alike. Yet the American ofthis duet had one overwhelming admiration 
among British statesmen- a man at the other pole of his own upbringing and type -Ernest 
Bevin. 239 There is every proof in experience that Adlai Stevenson and Harry Truman might have 
been the kind of couple that delights in each other's differences, that honors the integrity of what 
they don't have in common. This happened between Dean Acheson and Truman, and it would 
be hard to think of two men so vastly different in origin and type who come close to revering 
each other. 240 
237 type 1\ gently-bred] of tr; - as ... parallel-] roughly tr. 
238 
, who yet has a passion .. . Friday night showed] del tr 
239 Harold Macmillan and Dean Acheson? The reference is uncertain. Ernest Bevin (1881-1951 ), 
British Labour politician, secretary of state for foreign affairs under the Clement Attlee government, was a 
strong supporter of Truman's Marshall Plan and ofNATO. 
240 Dean Acheson (1893-1971), secretary of state 1949-53, a lawyer from an elite eastern background 
(the Groton School and Yale) . 
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These affinities and dislikes, I believe, are decided in a minute, sometimes at the first 
meeting. They are a chemical thing. And it is no secret to say that the chemical effect of 
Stevenson on Truman was an unhappy one from the start. This past week, obviously they were 
bound to do a lot of mixing in the same test tube. And the mixture exploded. 
I am going into this because it was far and away the most significant human and political 
episode of the Democratic Convention, - and as I said last week, the most fascinating thing 
about the convention system is the way in which its frenzy, the need to make great decisions 
under the pressure of a few days or hours, precipitates the real motives of men, blasts away many 
years of pretense and politeness. Harry Truman's distrust of Stevenson is something in the 
stomach and the nerves, a visceral thing. Stevenson has a lofty approach to politics and sun-ounds 
himself with other button-down-collar men from Eastern colleges. He has learned a lot by now, 
and the general at his side this time was Jim Finnegan, a tough Irishman who came up through 
every rung of Philadelphia ward politics. But Truman is a doorbell ringer, a man who gets you to 
contribute to the poor children's picnic, who remembers favors done, who promises shoes, who 
picked his lieutenants with names that match the racial and national origin of each part of a city 
or a state.241 Truman is a slam-bang Nineteenth-Century populist. He gets a big belly laugh out of 
the unkind remark that "the trouble with Stevenson is he's a Republican for Stevenson." 
Stevenson, on the other hand, has known about and accepted this distrust with great grace. And 
nothing could have been more engaging than the way, when it was all over on Friday night, he 
came to the rostrum and said: "I salute the distinguished American who has been more than equal 
to the hard test of disagreement and has now reaffirmed our common cause so graciously -
President Harry Truman. I am glad to have you on my side again, sir." For that matter, nothing 
could have been more ingratiating than the way Truman, in his typical style, stood up chuckling 
241 
or a state] that he was running for election in. tr 
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before the Convention and said, with a brazen twinkle the exact opposite of what he had said two 
days before: we have selected a Presidential and Vice Presidential candidate who can win. He 
paused and said, in a confidential low tone, "Now it's reliably reported that some fella, whom I 
shan't name, said that Governor Stevenson will have trouble winning in November.242 But now 
let me tell you something. Don't let that worry you. That's what almost everyone else was saying 
about me in 1948 ... a democratic convention without a fight isn't worth coming to." Everyone 
howled at the absolutely undefeatable sassiness of Harry Truman. And in that funny and heady 
moment, it was possible to believe that maybe the dreadful feud of two days ago had been all a 
mistake and a joke. The party talked about little else but unity on Friday, and for the moment is 
united, if only in the hope that people will forget how the old leader only a couple of days before 
called the new one a reactionary, a defeatist, a born conservative. 
When all the fun and games of this Democratic convention are forgotten, I'm afraid this split 
will not be. The men around Truman were rationalizing it yesterday as a healthy clearing of the 
air. And the men around Stevenson were going further: and saying it had been a great break for 
Stevenson, since now he owed nothing to Truman, would not have to come to him cap in hand, 
could shake off the annoying overlord of the past four years and run the party the way he wants it 
to be run. It is my opinion that Stevenson will do that and that Harry Truman, considered as a 
party leader and an influence, will turn into the Herbert Hoover of the Democrats: a man 
publically revered and privately rarely consulted. Stevenson's chivalry before an attack that 
shocked and bewildered him is the natural cover-up of a super sensitive man. He may not wince, 
but the scar is there. And if he might be inclined to forget it, the Republicans would be the last 
people to let him. Imagine the joy that would have flowed over the Labor Party if, - a week 
before the election - and that would be a fair parallel - Sir Winston Churchill had gone around 
242 paused 1\ said] , and then he tr 
190 
saying to vast audiences that Sir Anthony Eden was a defeatist and a ninny and simply not the 
type to have a ghost of a chance against Attlee. 
That is the sort of joy that is now reverberating through San Francisco, where the 
Republicans are pouring in for tomonow's four-day ceremony. I say ceremony advisedly, 
because we all fear that after an exciting Democratic horse race, what we are going to get out of 
the Republicans is a church service, a sanctifying of their almost Mosaic leader- Dwight D. 
Eisenhower. 
Their program is out and though they pretend that they will nominate men for the Presidency 
and then ballot, it would be as big a surprise as the Truman attack on Stevenson if they ever got to 
a ballot. Everyone assumes that Eisenhower~s name, and only his, will go into nomination and 
that he will be nominated by acclamation without a vote being taken. 
The homebound Democrats have a nervous look. They were saying to themselves that 
Stevenson and Kefauver could win, maybe, if "something" happens to Eisenhower before 
November. That something is a brutal word but a politician cannot shun it. 243 Yet the Democrats 
are more to be pitied than reviled for this thought. As I said, many of them are Bible-toting, 
God-fearing men. It is going to be very hard for them in the next few months to be good 
Democrats and good Christians at the same time. Maybe that thunderstmm yesterday was a 
reminder of it. Goodbye. [ts, tr] 
243 
"Something" would be another heart attack. Eisenhower ran for re-election against medical advice. 
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LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 457 
[Recorded 11 September 1956 for broadcast 16 September 1956] 
[Cooke returned from his reporting trip to the South (see Letter 443, above) more finnly 
convinced that the Jim Crow system could not be overturned by external pressure without 
widespread violence.] 
Good Evening. In the last week, the news has been popping out all over, and if all of it has 
not been pleasant, we have the consolation that it has been characteristic of our time and this 
place. The election campaign under way; the first autumn chill in the mornings, the first fires in 
the evening; the schools opening everywhere and the sudden and perhaps inevitable flare-up of 
race riots. Politicians who had sworn two or three years ago to serve the pee-pul faithfully in 
whatever office they were then seeking now succumbing to the party's call to ditch their present 
jobs and run for something gaudier. The last lap of the baseball season coming up, with an 
exciting week or two to go to decide who is going to have the monotonous honour of meeting the 
Yankees in the autumn championship. Pollsters beginning to go out and around the country 
dropping into what Sir Winston Churchill once described as their supremely undignified posture: 
putting, that is, their ears to the ground and trying to predict the strength and direction of the 
political wind that will blow across this nation the first Tuesday in November. There has been, 
by the way, a very pleasant absence of the big winds this summer: this is a callous, typically east 
coast, description of this summer's hurricanes.244 A couple of them did murderous damage in 
Mexico and in Puerto Rico and to towns in the Gulf of Mexico. But when we say there have been 
244 
absence 1\ oj] of the real thing - tr 
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no hurricanes worth talking about we mean, in our artless human fashion, that they didn' t kill us. 
Which can only make us think for the time being that the Lord is on our side and that a 
distinguished meteorologist was wrong to write so soon for a national magazine a long and 
honendous piece entitled: Yes, The Weather Is Changing. With maps and graphs and diagrams 
and lurid color-drawings he proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that the earth is getting warmer 
or colder (I forget which) and that we who live in the north eastern seaboard of the Atlantic can 
expect more and bigger blows and the imminent rechristening of Long Island as Hunicane 
Island. 245 
We have already had one election: the state and congressional elections in the state of Maine. 
Maine is the most northern and eastern of the states and breeds people who are traditionally 
supposed to be wiry, down to earth, fishermen and potato farmers mostly, of few words. They 
are always shown in the movies as the sixth or seventh generation of old Yankee sea captains. 
They suck on pipes. They mend fishing nets. They chew their cud. They say Yep and Nope and 
thereby acquire a reputation for deep thought and immoveable convictions. This is a stereotype 
about as accurate as the Hollywood picture of a Scotsman in kilts haggling over the price of a 
bagpipe. In fact the people of Maine change with the generations and change with America. At 
least thirty percent of them today are French speaking, a fact that caused some mischievous 
Canadians to suggest - when people over here were getting very self-righteous over Cyprus -
that Maine and Vermont, with their big French population, should be given either to France or to 
Canada, to satisfy the principle many Americans were urging on Britain that a linguistic minority 
has an absolute right to desert to the country of the mother tongue.Z46 Well, another of the cliches 
that hardly needs to be mentioned about Maine people is that they are solid, utterly dependable 
245 which 11)] , anyway, I remember it was very educational tr 
246 In March, 1956, the British governor of the crown colony ofthe Mediterranean island (formerly 
controlled by Turkey, with a Greek majority), ordered the deportation of the Greek Cypriot leader 
Archbishop Makarios and two other Greek nationalists, who sought to unite the island with Greece. 
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Republicans. Because Maine holds its elections first- everything but its vote for President-
and because it is invincibly Republican, the Republicans always took great comfort from the 
ancient slogan: "as Maine goes so goes the nation." This was true until it wasn't. In other 
words it was true for the long Republican reign from 1924 to 1932, which preceded the even 
longer Democratic reign - the four terms of Roosevelt and one of Truman. Well, the other day 
Maine elected a Democratic govemor.Z47 The Democrats took two of the three seats in Congress. 
And in Portland, another Republican fortress, those cud-chewing Republican voters threw out 
seven out of eight Republicans who were up for election to the state government, to the Maine 
House ofRepresentatives. 
I tell you these things only because at this stage of the campaign all of us have a desperate . 
need to clutch on to straws in the wind. The Maine election may mean nothing at all. Twenty 
years ago Maine voted Republican. So did Vermont. They were the only ones. 46 states voted 
Democratic. And when it was over, James Farley, Roosevelt's campaign manager, suggested that 
the old adage- As Maine goes, so goes the nation- should be changed to read, "As Maine 
goes, so goes Vermont."248 I think we take a morbid interest in the first election, for the reason 
- ifl may say so- you do in bye-election. We are all superstitious. We would all love to have 
some scientific test of how people feel before the election takes place. We live in an age of 
scientific marvels and it does seem somehow humiliating not to be able to measure the 
fluctuations of mass opinion. I am not forgetting the pollsters and mass observers. But when 
they are honest they have to admit that they are pretending to be scientific about something as 
247 Democratic governor: In fact, re-elected. EdmundS. Muskie (1914-1996) was first elected in 
1954, and served two two-year terms: 1955-59. In 1957 the state constitution was amended to increase the 
govemer's term to four years. He served as U.S. senator 1958-80, vice presidential candidate 1968, 
presidential candidate 1972, U.S. secretary of state 1980-81. 
248 James A. Farley (1888-1976), New York businessman and Democratic Party leader, U.S. 
Postmaster General under Roosevelt. 
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pliable, as mercurial, as unpredictable as love or marriage. The best guide to an election is still the 
election results . 
Now, the big bad news of the past fortnight has been, of course, the news from the South. 
The nasty, smouldering episodes of intimidation and hatred and suspicion in small towns that 
most of us have never heard about until they became in a day and a night yet another morsel to 
feed into the Communist propaganda machine. Clinton, Tennessee, then Mansfield, Texas, 
Sturgis, Kentucky, they start a miserable, sad rollcall. Before I took off for a tour of the country 
in the spring I talked to you about the heritage of the South, about its great past, its virtues, its 
very special way of life, ... and about the bigotry and fear that now disturb the relations between 
the races.249 I had no conclusions then, because I had not seen at first hand what the Supreme 
Court's order to mix the schools had done to the South. In April, I made a short tour, in a lot of 
typical and atypical places - from towns with a Southern flavor in northern states; into the 
border states -the ones that are, so to speak, the buffer states between the complacent north and 
the disturbed South. And then down through the old Colonial states, Virginia and the Carolinas 
-down into the Deep South, into Alabama and Mississippi and New Orleans, where- I 
daresay- if anyone forcibly tried to mix the schools this year or next there would be race riots 
on such a scale of violence that the whole experiment would have to be called ofrzso This is 
because the Deep South, on the whole, has many more Negroes in proportion to whites than the 
rest of the country. In Alabama and Mississippi and Georgia there are counties with an actual 
majority of Negroes. Why should they be so afraid, so resentful, you may ask?251 If you pause a 
249 Clinton: The Tennessee National Guard was called out to quell anti-integration riots in September. 
In 1958, Clinton High School was bombed; Mansfield: In August, a mob prevented the admission of 
black students to the high school and the governor ordered the Texas Rangers to repel the blacks; Sturgis: 
In September, as in Tennessee, the National Guard dispersed white mobs trying to prevent school 
integration. 
250 experiment] experience 1st reading ts 
251 They: that is, the whites. 
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moment, I think you'll see that that question could only come up in a mind which assumed that 
the Negroes were a dominated minority, or even a well-controlled majority, at any rate a mass of 
admittedly second-class citizens who knew their place and kept it.252 
The first thing to say then is that the Negroes in the United States were set free from slavery 
and serfdom nearly a hundred years ago. Their status is a tricky, shifting thing, never defined and 
always understood. It is quite a different sort of society from that of South Africa. The Negroes 
are no worse off in most places than the poor whites who surround them or whom they surround. 
It is the poor whites of the South who cling to the old taboos, the old discrimination, the old 
segregation laws, precisely because these laws are the only thing that make them feel part of the 
white man's society. Their homes are no better, their separate education no better either. The 
spark, the dynamo of these riots you read about comes from poor, bigoted whites who see no 
chance to strut, and perhaps no chance to have their vote elect their rulers if the Negroes get it, 
too. Theoretically, the Negroes have it. Infact, in five states they still have to pay poll taxes in 
order to vote. And most of them don't think it worth the levy. There was a time, after the Civil 
War, when the Negroes were given the vote that they controlled with their northern allies, the 
"carpetbaggers," many state legislatures, and the white man was a very second-class citizen 
indeed.253 The memory of those days rankles deep. 
But what is being asked? Simply that whites and Negroes will go to school and college 
together, in the same rooms, taking the same lessons from the same teachers? Why should it 
prompt such sulking rage, such cowardly intimidation of two or three Negroes in a car? Why 
252 kept it. 1\ ] They don't - and they don't. tr. That is, the blacks resent their position and are not 
under control. 
253 
"Although Democrats charged that 'Negro rule' had come to the South, nowhere did blacks control 
the workings of state government, and nowhere did they hold office in numbers equal to their proportion of 
the total population .. .. " Eric Foner and Olivia Mahoney, America's Reconstruction: People and Politics 
After the Civil War (New York: HarperPerennial, 1995), 93. "Black representation in Congress grew 
from five to seven in 1873 and reached a Reconstruction peak of eight (representing six different states) in 
1875." Foner and Mahoney, 539. 
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should state troopers and the National Guard have to protect a child's legal right to go to school, 
with fixed bayonets? Well, the southem people are special only because they have lived for 
centuries in a special situation. In the last eighty years, it would be seriously untrue to say that the 
whites have been the boss, and the Negroes the underling.Z54 Psychologically that is true. But in 
the South, and only in the South, do you see an intimacy between whites and Negroes which the 
whites have cherished, just so long as it was protected from some fundamental violations by 
ce1iain well-understood taboos. What are those violations? Open defiance of a white man by a 
black man. Physical attack. Negro bosses for white workers. And- inter-marriage. 
In some pieces I wrote on this immensely difficult issue, I was taken to task by a Negro 
society for giving any weight to this old shibboleth, as they called it, of intermarriage. 255 Well, 
having once again been through the South, I do give it weight. It seems to me crucial to the 
Southemer's tolerance or intolerance of the Supreme Court's order. One thing leads to another, 
they say. And when you start with mixed and equal schooling, in a society where the school is 
also the meeting house, the club, the dance hall- the very focus of young life- how do you 
prevent people from approaching and at last accepting the final equality of love and marriage? I 
don't frankly know. I do know that in Baltimore, Maryland, whose 700-odd schools integrated at 
a stroke two years ago, the thing has worked and the central fear of intermarriage has not been 
exposed. I myself do not see how integration can be made to work in the South without 
compulsion, without the threat of force, from the federal govemment. 256 No candidate for 
President will dare to suggest that move, because there's no doubt it would put the South in arms. 
254 The meaning is unclear; possibly that blacks were not oppressed at all times in that time span, 
which includes the Reconstruction era, when federal law and policy guaranteed the rights of black people. 
But by 1876, Republican rule was overthrown in the South, mostly by a reign of terror against blacks and 
their white allies. 
255 A reference to an angry letter to the editor of the Guardian from the NAACP about Cooke's series, 
The Ordeal of the South. The letter is described and quoted inn. 1 of Appendix A. 
256 He cannot see bow integration can be made to work without force, yet he has consistently argued 
that force would be counterproductive. 
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It does not help simply to condemn the rowdies, and the fearful decent citizens, of Clinton 
and Mansfield and Sturgis. They face a revolution which you and I have honestly never 
conceived except as an exercise in ethics and fair play. In their daily lives they are being asked to 
do what very few mixed societies - and no British or American society- has ever done - to 
accept great numbers of colored people as social and political equals from the kindergarten to the 
grave. I can only say that some of the finest people I know in the South shudder at the prospect 
-they think it might be fine for other people but their own family, no. The only irritable people, 
who think it should be no problem at all, and who flaunt their liberalism, are people who have 
never had to, and never will, face the thing itself: the actual daily sharing of their lives in equality 
with Negroes.257 That may not make their feelings any less sincere. But you have to consider 
it.258 And it seems to me that the rate of integration will slow down, not speed up.259 That it will 
be done gradually in most Southern places, until another generation has grown up that saluted 
Negro officers and trained alongside Negro buddies in the draft.260 Until, in fact, the Southerners' 
second skin of suspicion has been cast off in the course of time and nature. 261 Good Night. 
257 
are 1\ p eople] in my experience tr 
258 That is, consider the feelings of those who do live closely with black people. 
259 I.e., slow down if the issue is forced from without. 
260 Draft: i.e., the army. 
261 
off 1\ in] if it ever will tr 
[ts, tr] 
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LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 471 
[Live from New York 21 December 1956 for broadcast 23 December 1956f62 
[After noting the Supreme Court ruling against segregation in municipal services, effectively 
ending the Montgomery bus boycott, Cooke reflects that the message of a visit by Indian Prime 
Minister Jawalarhal Nehru, and the ethos of the United Nations, endorses a view that different 
races worldwide can live together amicably.] 
Good Evening. Mr. Nehru has come and gone, in a final burst of compliments all around.263 
The United Nations managed to agree on a way of paying for the first international police force. 
The Russians' idea of allowing the enemy- any enemy- to inspect its neighbor's country from 
the air to a limit of 480 miles of the border was acceptable to the United States as a first step to 
disarmament. The Supreme Court of the United States sent its final order down to Montgomery, 
Alabama, once and for all forbidding the separation of whites and Negroes on the buses, and on 
Friday the Negroes celebrated by jumping aboard the buses they have boycotted for over a 
year.264 President Eisenhower threw a switch and lit the Christmas Tree on the White House 
lawn. And all the pilots of American planes listening in on their radios, threw their switches and 
lighted tiny trees inside for the comfort and joy of the soldier flying home to their girls, the girls 
flying home from college, the families flying home to mom, the business men flying home to the 
vice president in charge of retail marketing. At the end of the week, the powerful, or at least 
262 With a two-day gap, not "live" in the usual sense; possibly AC dictated to London by phone. 
263 Jawalarhal Nehru paid a state visit to the United States in December 1956. 
264 In December 1956 the Supreme Court affirmed the June ruling of the U.S. Court of Appeals in 
Browder v. Gayle that segregation on intrastate buses was unconstitutional. The boycott by black residents 
of city buses, led by Rev. Martin Luther King Jr., which began 5 December 1955, ended 20 December 
1956. Though AC had written about King and the boycott in the Guardian (see Appendix A), he has not 
yet mentioned him in Letter from America. 
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tantalizing, dispatches came in about trouble inside the Soviet itself, and a rousing end-of term 
repmi to the effect that students of the Moscow University had booed and shouted down Mr. 
Khrushchev or Mr. Bulganin- nobody quite knew which but nobody cared.265 
On the whole, it was a cheering week for our side; that is to say for the side of people who 
would like sometime soon to settle down and enjoy their family and their country and their work 
and not feel that the world was coming to the boil right under them. We in the Western world 
like to think that we have a monopoly of goodwill to men; and from all accounts so do the 
Russians and the Indians and the Chinese. At Christmas time, each side weakens just a shade, to 
the extent of a passing thought; of the thought that perhaps the other people are not so bad as 
they've been painted. I'lil. sure this feeling, sentimental and charitable though it be (and not the 
sort of feeling that should be indulged in for long by, well for instance, the Strategic Air 
Command) -I'm sure that this feeling has a lot to do with the mildly sensational success of Mr. 
Nehru. Not only his success with us, but our success with him. Because he was good enough to 
say before he left that he thought the United States had changed since he was last here in 1949, 
and he was not slow to hint that it had changed for the better. Well-
I suppose that you have your own characteristic feeling about Indians in general and a special 
view of Mr. Nehru in particular. But I can't be sure it is the same as the curious bundle of 
admiration, misgiving, attraction and antipathy which Americans feel for the great man. We 
can't remind ourselves too often, however tedious or depressing it may be to you- that in just 
about sixteen years, no more, the United States has come to a position of pre-eminent world 
leadership; that even though it's only eleven years ago since the United Nations was built on the 
assumption that there are five great powers- The Soviet Union, the United States, the United 
265 Soviet 1\ itself] Union BBCc. Nikita Khrushchev (1894-1971 ), first secretary of the Soviet 
Communist Party and effectively head of government 1958-64. Between 1955 and 1958, be was 
nominally secondary to Nikolai Bulganin (1895-1975), who held the top positions. 
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Kingdom, France and what now amounts to the government of Formosa- everybody knows, 
however much they may rile under the knowledge, that there are two great powers and two 
only?66 And that it must be very galling to a proud Indian, or a proud Parisian, or a proud 
Y orkshireman, - so help us - the fact is that the two vast monoliths of Russia and America 
glare at each other from in front and behind, across two oceans, and that what they each do 
decides more than anything else the fate of the friends of one and the satellites of the other. 267 
The American view of Mr. Nehru, let's say America's old suspicions of Mr. Nehru, are 
rooted in the well-known fact that Mr. Nehru seems to be less put out than most people by this 
situation of the two world giants trying to outstare one another. It is natural that both sides should 
want to put to him the simple question, whose side are you on? And that Mr. Nehru gently and 
consistently declines to say anything, in effect, than "Neither." There was a period- what am I 
saying a period, it was only four or five years ago -when Americans certainly shared one thing 
with the Russians. It was the conviction that whoever is not with me is against me. And I don't 
suppose there is a statesman alive of world importance about whom so many dark and snide 
things have been written in the American press as Mr. Nehru. Underneath this distrust is always 
the uncomfortable feeling that Mr. Nehru is a considerable brain, had a noble face, a charm and 
impressiveness of manner, and the guilty thought that perhaps he really doesn't mean any more 
harm to our side than he does to the Communists. But here's the snag. Americans, and I'm sure 
many Britons too, would like to explore or at least to acknowledge the great soul cleansing depths 
of Indian history, and religions and culture- such people have been honestly bred to a tradition 
of liberty. From Magna Carta to the Four Freedoms, from the English poet who wrote "Freedom 
266 Formosa: The offshore Chinese island province of Taiwan, to which the Republic of China fled 
in1949 in the victory and takeover by the communist forces led by Mao Zedong. Since China had been 
one of the founding nations of the United Nations, the government on Taiwan represented the country in 
the world body until the communist government was recognized and admitted in 1971 . 
267 fact it] fact is BBCc 
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is a lovesome thing, God wot" to Patrick Henry and Abraham Lincoln and Will Rogers, who said 
"In Russia a difference of opinion is an epitaph" -we all on both sides of the Atlantic have 
been bred and saturated in the belief that liberty is indivisible and that there is no such thing as a 
little bit of tyranny, that you can't be for and against freedom of conscience, or the press, or 
assembly, or speech, at one and the same time.268 In our more relaxed or optimistic moments, as 
at Geneva in the summit meeting, or at Christmas time, we retire into the pious thought that well, 
there's much to be said for- maybe- on both sides. Then along comes an Indian, not Mr. 
Nehru necessarily, any Indian that we see around the United Nations and he seems to be saying 
- there are three sides to every question. This throws us off the question and throws us off him. 
So we admit to each other that Indian religions and Indian mysticism must be pretty deep stuff-
but we can at the moment think of nothing quite so tinmystical as a Russian MIG. 269 I think 
maybe we all suffer from a preconception they hold about us.270 An Indian editor was over here 
a couple of months ago. He had never been here before. He was a buoyant and shrewd and 
atiiculate man. He said flatly,- not out in public, that he was ashamed of himself for parroting 
for so many years the cliches of the Indian intellectual about America - he found most of them 
wrong- some of them ludicrously so. He was struck most by the sturdy eighteenth-century 
traditions ofNew England, and the thoughtfulness of the people of the South.271 
Which brings us to the second bright light in our Christmas stocking. The Negroes of 
Montgomery, Alabama, who have stopped marching to their church to strengthen each other in 
268Four Freedoms: the four basic freedoms listed in a celebrated speech by President Franklin 
Roosevelt 6 January 1941: of speech, ofworship, from want, and from fear. wot] "A garden is a 
lovesome thing, God wot! I Rose plot, I Fringed pool, I Fern' d grot-" My Garden, Thomas Edward 
Brown (1837-1897); ryranny] BBCc has "tyranny" typed above "freedom," without cancellation ofthe 
latter. While either would work in the context, "tyranny" is taken as second reading. 
269 MIG: A series of Russian fighter aircraft designed by Mikoyan and Gurevitch Design Bureau, 
hence MiG. After the fall of the Soviet Union, it became the Russian Aircraft Corporation MiG. 
270 preconception 1\ they hold] about the Indians which is as woefully wrongheaded as the slick 
preconceptions BBCc 
271 
most by 1\ the sturdy] the wide-ranging taste of middle-class Americans in decorating their homes, 
BBCc 
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the bus boycott; but who are now ready, having won their point, to go back and ride the buses 
providing there's no attempt to enforce on them the ancient practise of segregation. I have talked 
at length about the racial question and it certainly is not something that can be just touched upon. 
But it occurred to me that Mr. Nehru's visit has shown us another angle on it. We all agree, in 
debating societies, and in print and in church, and in the charter of the United Nations, that all 
men are endowed with much the same properties, that the brotherhood of man is a spiritual 
reality, and so on and so on. In our political relations, we all believe, West and East, 
Communists and non-communists, Baptist and atheists and Existentialists alike- that there is no 
reason why the colored peoples of the world, the black and yellow peoples should not get along in 
peace with the white nations. Get along, that is, in the sense of not havingto go to war with each 
other.272 Get along at a distance, leaving each other peaceable alone. 273 Ainerica is one country 
where the revolt of the man of color happens on the home ground. The question is not can we get 
along with the Japanese, or the Filipino, or the Zulu, who doesn't come near us but the Negro 
who lives in the next street and is going to sit beside us in the same bus.274 It is very easy to be 
Christian by long distance communication. But we are now facing in those states whose 
populations are mixed in the proportion, some places, of forty percent Negro and sixty percent 
White - we are now facing the challenge to try and make black and white live together in the 
same society as neighbors and equals. 
This is really a challenge to the pieties we all mumble in church, or accept in abstract talk-
that of comse, all men are created equal, of comse Negroes are just as good as other men and 
272 the 1\ sense] political BBCc 
273 peaceable] peaceably BBCc. The implication is that peaceable relations among nations of 
different-color peoples is naturally predicated upon their safe distance from one another. AC does not say 
it- again, he might not have known- but this view echoes the Victorian theory, advanced famously by 
Swiss-American biologist Louis Agassiz, that the various races are native to certain regions and cannot 
thrive outside of them. See also Letter 304 (23 January 1951). For a judge's articulation ofthis theory, 
see Letter 781 ( 4 August 1963), n. 231. 
274 but 1\ the] with BBCc 
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should have all the same rights. The practical fact is that in almost any city of the Western world 
there are just so many liveable houses, and so many girls of maniageable age, and so many parks 
and sports fields and showers. It is easy to be a Christian intellectual in Streatham but a little 
tougher in New Orleans.275 
Now, of course it is the journalist's job to pull together things that don't seem to have any 
connection, but I must say I am struck by the unity of the different themes I called off at the 
beginning of this talk. Let's go over them again in a slightly different way. Here in one week we 
have the highest court in America saying that whites and blacks have got to learn to live together 
in the same society. Here we have Mr. Nehru implying that Communists and non Communists 
are childish to build up arms against each other and must learn to accept a permanent state of 
compromise between two opposed sets of principles. And here we have the disarmament 
committee of the United Nations, made up of men who hold fundamentally opposed views oflife, 
saying we must find some way of not having to fight for our principles, for fear that all ofus will 
go under. 
And fmally, here we have President Eisenhower lighting the Christmas tree on the White 
House lawn and saying with a regretful air, that "the true test of the Christmas spirit will come 
when the decorations come down off the trees." This is a strange thing for Santa Claus to be 
275 Streatham: A district of southwest London, today with sizable nonwhite ethnic communities. In 
1962, in response to increasing immigration to the United Kingdom from former British colonies in the 
Caribbean, Africa, and South Asia, the Conservative government of Harold Macmillan passed the 
Commonwealth Immigration Act, the first in a series of laws aimed at restricting nonwhite immigration. It 
repealed the 1948 British Nationality Act, which had granted free access to the country to British citizens in 
the Empire and British Commonwealth countries. The new, more racially restrictive laws presumed that 
amicable relations with the former possessions would be predicated on their people staying where they 
were. Such laws were responses to widespread fears of an increased nonwhite presence in formerly all-
white neighborhoods. Ian R.G. Spencer, British Immigration Policy Since 1939: The Making of the Multi-
Racial Britain (London: Routledge, 1997), 18. Zig Layton-Henry, The Politics of Race in Britain 
(London: George Allen & Unwin, 1984), 23. Kathleen Paul, Whitewashing Britain: Race and Citizenship 
in the Postwar Era (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997), 143. However, contrary to southern 
American practice, discriminatory laws were never enacted; on the contrary, numerous antidiscrimination 
acts were passed. 
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saying- before he even leaves the presents and wishes peace and goodwill to men, he warns you 
that the festival he represents is a hollow one and a mockery unless you live out its spirit when 
Christmas is all over. 
The day the President lit the tree, he had been working on his annual message to Congress. 
He will deliver it in January, and he will say that America is going to have to make big and 
continuing sacrifices for peace. This means more and more taxation to pay for more and huger 
loans and gifts of foreign aid, and food and medicine and money and crops for white men and 
yellow men and black men. He was saying that Americans are going to have to be Santa Claus 
all around the world all through the year. It brought a sigh, I imagine, to millions of patient 
Americans who are always hearing they are a spoiled and easy going lot. Ah, me. A Merry 
Christmas to you all. [ts2, BBCc] 
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LETTER FROM AMERJCA No. 501 
[Live from New York, 13 September 1957 for broadcast 15 September 1957] 
[The shock of events in Little Rock, Arkansas, where a white mob terrorized black youths 
trying to attend a formerly all-white high school. The Listener version (27 September 1956) 
includes a photograph of the young whites screaming at the grim-faced children.] 
Good Evening. This has been a sad and ugly week for America, most of all for the decent 
people of the South, who -however troubled they may be - are no more to be represented by 
the "white trash" that spat at the colored children of Little Rock than the people of Britain were 
truly represented by the Mosleyites, who in 1938 and 9 ran the parades and whooped up the riots 
and took the headlines. 276 
You must all, I'm afraid, have seen the photograph ofthese evil young delinquents 
mimicking horns with their thumbs and jeering at the few colored youngsters who, God help 
them, were doing something more than their duty in obeying the law of the land by going off to 
the schools they had been newly assigned to. It is almost painful to think of the courage that was 
required offifteen-year-olds who got up early that morning, put on their best frocks which had 
been laid out the night before, and started off to school in the certain knowledge that they would 
have to pass through a crowd of apes, whose skin, by the grace of an inscrutable Providence, 
happens to be white. 
276 
"white trash": As early as the 1830s, a term for the rural white poor of the South, often in 
pejorative comparison with (and sometimes by) black people. English actress Fanny Kemble, writing of 
her travels in the American South (Journal 11.112, 6 January 1835): "The slaves themselves entertain the 
very highest contempt for white servants, whom they designate as 'poor white trash."' OED. The term 
was sometimes also applied to immigrants from eastern and southern Europe, deemed by American racial 
theorists to be inferior to Anglo-Saxons. AC often applies it to those blamed for lynchings and other 
outrages against black people. Mosleyites: followers of the English fascist leader Oswald Mosley; who in 
II ran] the late nineteen thirties tr; whoopedJ whipped tr 
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What they did not expect was to have troops forbid their obedience to the government with 
rifles bought and paid for with their own taxes, to say nothing of the taxes of the soon to be 
bewildered citizens of New York, Illinois and the rest of the forty-eight states. For nobody else 
in the U.S. expected it either. Except the unidentified advisers of the Governor of Arkansas. 
Troops is a hazy, a forbidding word. Whose troops were they? What were they doing 
there.277 Who called them out? If the president of the U.S. is also the Commander in Chief of the 
armed forces, as he is, why couldn' t he recall them and maybe reverse their orders? Set them to 
the task, which has been done in other states, of being there actually to protect the rights of 
Negroes to go to mixed schools, according to the three year old ruling of the Supreme Court? 
Well, these troops are not regular members of the United States atmed forces. They were being 
used by Governor Faubus as the Arkansas State militia.278 That awkward word "state" means 
here, as it always does in America, an individual state -Arkansas, Oregon, Connecticut, or 
whatever.279 On all peaceful occasions, the state militias are a colorful and harmless troop of 
men. They are relics of the colonial volunteers who, since there was no national army in colonial 
times, defended the secwity of their own states. In the American Revolution, they were the thin 
but extensive red line of men who sprang to arms and, to the astonishment of the House of 
Commons held the crack regiments of His Majesty George the Third and in the end conquered 
them. 
They have never been disbanded, because for a long time they had an essential defense job to 
do. Until the union, the national government, was secure, the separate states formed a very loose 
federation. They were more like old Gennan kingdoms. One-hundred eighty years ago, they had 
277 there.] there? ts 
2780rval E. Faubus (1910-1994), governor 1955-1967. 
279 America, 1\ an ] not the nation but tr 
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separate cunencies, their own tax systems, they lived by a single crop or a single product -
making shoes in this state, growing tobacco in another. 280 
Today the states have still more independent power than Europeans ever imagine, or can 
believe until they come to live in one and find that they are bound by some of its laws more then 
by the civil laws of the United States. You live in New York and you pay a state income tax.281 
In some states there is no such thing.Z82 In Nevada, for instance. In Nevada, indeed, you pay no 
state income tax, no sales tax, no inheritance tax. Why? In Nevada a place flowing with such 
milk and honey that it is grossly self-sufficient?283 On the contrary it is mostly semi-desert land, 
of a mighty attractive kind.Z84 Nevada brings its subject these blessings thanks to the lavish 
income it collects from its legal system of gambling. 
Each state is responsible for commissioning and paving its own highways and bridges and 
must match the federal government in fmancing the national highways that happen to run through 
it. Each state makes its own laws about strong drink. In five states of the South, it is the 
consensus of the lawmakers- especially where, as in Texas and Georgia, the Methodists form a 
very powerful consensus of the consensus- that strong drink is raging and must not be sold 
openly in public. Each state runs its own educational system (that is to say a public- not private 
-school system) run from Washington.285 It is almost as lively as their fear of what is 
misleadingly called "socialized medicine." Every state has its own courts, in addition to the 
federal courts. Its own appeals courts. Its own Supreme Court. 
There are all sorts of other powers, tacit or declared, with which I will not bore you. The 
point at issue is about the troops. Every state has some of these volunteer troops all its own, They 
280 another i\. ] , and even bartering the together tr 
28 1 pay A a State] not only a federal income tax but tr 
282 is A no] happily tr 
283 In] Is ts 
284 
, of a mighty attractive kind ] del tr 
285 system i\ (that] , for Americans have an unholy fear of a public school system ts 
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are used mostly for ceremonial occasions.286 But their real function is to help the state protect 
law and order. They are pulled out when there is a Iiot in a state prison, or when there is a threat 
of any kind of riot. 287 The Constitution of the United States can certainly be interpreted to make 
these state militias the true vehicle for carrying out the phrase about "securing a state against 
domestic violence".288 Who has authority over them? It varies from state to state but in general 
and certainly in Arkansas, they are the creatures of the state legislators - that is of the legislative 
chamber of Arkansas in the first place. When the chamber is sitting, it can decide by vote when 
to call on the state militia for the protection of the people. At all other times- when the 
legislative body is in recess (as it is now) the Governor of the state has first call on them. In 
Arkansas, there should be no misunderstanding about this, Governor Faubus has the unquestioned 
right to call on the state militia to keep law and order. It' s an interesting point, by the way, that 
he avoided the use of the word law- a threat to the peace was what he said he was providing 
against. Now all this time I have been talking about the state militia, which is an older term and 
more plainly defines its function. You may have read in the papers about the Arkansas National 
Guard.289 Well, in many states the state militia is recruited from the National Guard- which 
again is a force of reserve volunteers who are the first men to be mustered into the U.S. armed 
forces in a national emergency. I will never forget fifteen years ago turning up in the little dese11 
town of Deming, N.M. at a time when very few American towns could claim the sorry pride of a 
war casualty. But this whole town was in mourning and its shops were closed, and every other 
286 occasions. 1\ ] They conduct the newly elected governor and the state legislators to the seats of the 
mighty when they go to sit in them for the first time. They parade smartly down the main street of the state 
capital on the Fourth of July. ts 1'1 reading 
287 pulled out: i.e., out of reserve. 
288 Article IV, Section 4: "The United States shall guarantee to every State in the Union a Republican 
Form of government, and shall protect each of them against Invasion; and on Application of the 
Legislature, or of the Executive (when the Legislature cannot be convened) against domestic Violence." 
289 Guard /\. ] : Don't worry, it's the same thing. tr 
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house had the shades down. The New Mexico National Guard was the first batch of young men to 
get into the Pacific war, and most of them had perished or been held prisoner on Bataan.Z90 
As you might expect, the President of the United States has first call on all National Guard, 
whenever he feels that the security of the country requires it. The rest of the time they function as 
a state militia. The advantage of not having two separate forces is that the ordinary taxpayer of 
the United States maintains the National Guard with his taxes.291 And so there came about the 
ironical quasimilitary force, paid for by the citizens of other states, to prevent a law of the United 
States from being carried out.292 For the moment those soldiers held their rifles against the 
oncoming colored children, even though they did it in a formal and polite manner, they were 
resisting the solemn ruling of the US Supreme Court, which declared three years ago, that the 
education of white and colored students in separate schools was henceforth to be abolished. Not 
all the states, north, south, east or west, have obeyed this ruling. But they have been told by the 
Court to make arrangements to obey it "with deliberate speed." In the Southern states, especially 
in those that have huge colored populations, there has naturally been more deliberation than 
speed. And all the ingenuity of the state's lawyers has been used to multiply the stages which lead 
to that inevitable day.293 Governor Faubus earned himself a dubious sort of fame by being the 
first Governor to call out the National Guard to resist that day. He most certainly has the right to 
call them out if he truly judges there was a threat to peace and security. His judgment is absolute 
in this. But I'm not sure that Governor Faubus had been instructed, before he did it, in a 
precedent set a quarter-century ago. The Governor of Texas did precisely the same thing in 
290 Bataan: Peninsula near Manila Bay in the Philippines, where American forces surrendered to 
Japanese forces 9 April1942. AC's original account of his 1942 visit to Deming, in The American Home 
Front, 1941-1942 (New York: Grove Press, 2006), 111-12: "Deming had well over 100 men out there. 
And I was visiting it about ten days after the fall ofBataan and the final surrender of the Philippines. It was 
eerie to see a whole American town, however small, in mourning. I realized there was probably not a town 
or village in Great Britain that could afford to be superior to it on the count of personal sacrifice." 
291 maintains 1\ oj] your state's guard in the form tr 
292 states, 1\ to] , and equipped with the guns and ammunition by the federal government Is 1'1 reading 
293 multiply] delay and to enumerate ts 1'1 reading 
210 
defiance of a federal court order.294 It went up in the end to the U.S. Supreme Comi, which ruled 
in no uncertain terms that the National Guard may not be used in any state to defy the authority of 
the federal government; and that if there is any doubt about the superior authority of a Governor 
or the President of the US to command or commandeer the state militias, that doubt is resolved in 
favor of the President.295 Southerners, and Southerner lawmakers today, love to bandy about the 
colorful phrase "the sovereign state of Virginia", the sovereign state of Arkansas." It too, is an 
old relic. 296 But propounded seriously it is nothing less than a principle of insurrection. If any 
state believes it has sovereignty above that of the United States, it is paving the way to civil 
Governor Faubus has become a national figure because he has done something that would 
have to be done as a first step on the way to seceding from the Union. 
His defence is bound to be that he foresaw trouble, and possible riots, on the first day that 
Arkansas was to try and integrate its schools. The Mayor of Little Rock is furiously of the 
contrary opinion. He says there was no threat to peace that the Governor did not in fact invite 
more than put down. This is the first point at issue. The Governor can save his bacon by proving 
that he had a genuine fear of disorder. If he did, and called out the Guard, he is absolutely within 
his rights.298 But the job of those troops was to protect the colored children and to see them 
294 The] In 1932 the tr. In Sterling v. Constantin , the court ruled that the governor had overreached 
in using state force to declare martial law and seize oil wells. The dispute was between the governor and 
the well owners, and the issue was the authority of the federal courts, not the president. 
295 President. 1\ ] Well, obviously it should be so; unless you want to declare the principle that the 
states have the right to resist federal laws they hate. In other words, to say that each state is - in matters of 
its own choosing - a sovereign state. ts 1'1 reading 
296 too is 1\ an] a flourish, tr 
297 
civil war. 1\ ] What the governor of Arkansas has seemed to a lot of people to be doing is in fact to 
attempt to nullify the laws of the United States within his own borders. That was the prelude to the most 
tragic of all America's Wars. The Civil War of 1861-65. ts 1'1 reading. ''Nullification" was the legal 
theory propounded by antebellum South Carolina Senator John C. Calhoun that states could veto federal 
laws. The state had passed a nullification act in 1832. A similar term was "interposition" - see Letter 626 
( 10 April 1960). 
298 But 1\ the job] it is very doubtful indeed, ts 1'1 reading 
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safely into the schools. Then the hoodlums could have seen to it that they wouldn't stay there, as 
they have done in other places.Z99 
The president is moving with his customary circumspection, which annoys some people and 
comforts others. It is a constitutional question of the greatest delicacy and seriousness, and 
maybe it should not be prejudiced by a resounding radio or Television talk from the president, 
which is certainly the treatment it would have bad from Franklin Roosevelt. 
The inevitable and harrowing pathos of the situation is, however, that while the US moves, as 
it will, to assert the law and reflect the decency of the people of the US -the world sees and will 
remember those jeering sneaky faces of the whites; and the appalling dignity of the young colored 
children who looked neither to the right nor to the left, and who were not mocked. 300 Good 
Night. [ts, ts2, tr, Lis (26 September 1957)] 
299 This is the first .. . other places] del 5 sentences Lis 
300 States II moves] , in an issue of great complexity, tr. The Listener (27 September 1957) 
version of Letter 501 is followed by an editor's note: "Mr. Alistair Cooke's talk was broadcast before 
the Federal Government petitioned the Federal Court in Little Rock for an injunction against Governor 
Faubus forbidding him to use the National Guard to prevent racial integration at Little Rock High 
School. The injunction was granted and the Governor then ordered the withdrawal of the National 
Guard. President Eisenhower subsequently published a statement that he would employ 'the full power 
of the United States' to prevent any obstruction of the law in the trouble over racial integration at Little 
Rock and on September 24, he sent federal troops there." 
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LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 502 
[Recorded 17 September 1957 for broadcast 22 September 1957] 
[The increasing sensitivity in American culture to the designation of racial and ethnic 
minorities, especially in comedy, songs, and literature.] 
Good Evening. The honorable occupation of ship's reporter, one of the most amusing in 
journalism, is falling into disuse.301 Time was when some of the liveliest copy of New York 
evening papers was provided by the skittish group of men -and there was one brilliant woman 
- who regularly sailed down the bay in a coastguard cutter, climbed aboard the incoming 
transatlantic liners and proceeded to cut celebrities, of every chop down to size.302 They published 
their meditations on the oddity and the absurdity of famous people in the afternoon papers; and it 
was something for ordinary people to be grateful for, that they were not conspicuously eminent 
members of society: that is to say prime ministers, movie stars, business tycoons, gangsters, 
playgirls on a sixth honeymoon, presidential candidates, or presidents of paper manufacturing 
companies. All these worthies had their thoughts oflife reported sometimes with hilarity, 
sometimes with an even more damning straight face. Anyway, these reports contributed greatly to 
the irreverence of New York, a quality that I begin to think is waning fast in the increasing stature 
of New York as a world capital, as the headquarters of the United Nations, and consequently as a 
place where men are expected to behave like responsible members of society who have put away 
childish things. I don't suppose we shall ever hear again of such an episode as involved Brig. 
Gen. Theodore Roosevelt Jr. , Robert Benchley and Charles MacArthur about twenty years ago. 
It was a Sunday morning on Fifth A venue. Very early Sunday morning, possibly as early as 2 am. 
30 1 1\ The honorable] Now that all the bigwigs seem to travel by plane, [the] tr 
302 chop: as in every cut of meat; every type or style. 
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Robert Benchley and his crony Charlie MacAlihur were cruising home, so to speak, after a rough 
Saturday night. They stopped at a subway newsstand to buy the Sunday edition of the New York 
Times, which runs to nine or ten sections and to about a couple of hundred pages. Benchley was 
lugging it along by MacAlihur's side when they both spotted ahead of them the distinguished 
soldier son of the late President Theodore Roosevelt.303 They strode up to him and hailed him, 
which was legitimate, since Benchley was a good friend. While MacAlihur took the 
conversational lead, Benchley fell behind and dumped the New York Times at the Colonel's heels. 
"Pretty chilly these fall mornings," said MacAlihur. "It is indeed," said the Colonel, "but I expect 
it will warm up a little later on". Could be you're right, said MacAlihur, as Benchley bent down 
and put a match to the impressive pile of newspaper. The smoke rose at once in the direction of 
the Colonel's trousers, and the Colonel said, "As a matter of fact, it's warming up rightnow". By 
golly, said Benchley, pushing his face around the Colonel's elbow, "I think you're right." 
Whereupon Benchley and MacAlthur made a great and heroic fuss over beating out the flames 
and saving the Colonel from a hot grave. 304 
Another time MacAlihur was having lunch at a fashionable midtown hotel with another 
journalistic sidekick, Nunnally Johnson, a tall, leaning man with a monkey face, who has been 
accurately described as a Robert Benchley with a Georgia accent, and who is happily still with 
us. 305 They had come to the end of the lunch and were eyeing two other tables. One, far off in 
the comer of the room, was occupied solely by a melancholy rich man, a well-known playboy 
with an incurable yen for getting into the company of the rich and famous. The other table, close 
303 son 1\ oj] - I think he was then a colonel- tr 
304 General Theodore Roosevelt Jr. was the first Allied general to go ashore at the invasion of 
Normandy, 6 June 1944. He received the Medal of Honor for heroism for leading American forces off 
Omaha Beach under heavy German fire in the initial landings. He died of a heart attack a few weeks later. 
305 Nunnally Johnson (1897-1977), writer, movie director and producer, was a close friend. It was 
Johnson who told AC (see Letter 1002, 7 April1968) that Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., had been 
assassinated. 
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by, was agog with a luncheon party of eminent and fashionable people. It was presided over by 
the glamorous Clare Booth Luce, before she deserted the world of fashion and the theatre first for 
politics and then for high diplomacy. 306 
MacArthur and Johnson were about to leave their quiet lunch when MacArthur took out a 
piece of paper. On it he scrawled a note: "Dear Dick, do come and join us". He gave it to the 
waiter and instructed him to hand it to the lonely playboy. When the man opened and read it, his 
face lit up. He never had enough of the companionship he sought and here was an open invitation 
to hobnob with the great. He staggered over to the big luncheon party, embraced his hostess, 
much to her bewilderment, and joined them. If you are bewildered too, it's my fault. I simply 
didn't want to spring the punch line. MacArthur had signed the note "Clare". In the ensuing 
embarrassment, MacArthur and Johnson retreated to the lounge and the manufacture of other 
whimsies. 
Both these anecdotes are small foolish things, undergraduate stuff, you may say. Granted. 
But even a small dose of irreverence is precious when there is suddenly almost a total absence of 
it. When I first came to these shores, it seemed to be a native crop as indigenous as soft-shell 
clams and as plentiful as turkeys. I talked some years ago about the increasing stuffiness of song 
publishers and radio network presidents.307 Shortly after the war there was a movement, which 
had no perceptible origin or leader, to edit the lyrics of old songs. Old Man River, I recalled to 
you, may never be sung in public any more with the original lyrics. You can't sing: Dark folks 
work while white folks play. It now has to be "Some folks work, wh-eye-ell some folks play". 
The immortal Basin Street Blues can never be heard in the flesh or on record, with its true lyric 
intact. Basin Street is no longer "the place where the dark and light folks meet". It is now only 
306 Clare Booth Luce (1903-1987), New York socialite who married Henry Luce, founder of Time and 
Life magazines, served several terms in Congress and later as ambassador to Brazil. 
307 See Letter 53 (12 June 194 7). 
215 
the place "where all the folks meet".308 It is impossible anywhere, either in small-town vaudeville 
or big-city television, to see and hear a comedian frankly billed as a Jewish comedian. The 
repettory of Lou Holtz, one of the greatest Jewish comedians this town has ever seen, consisted 
entirely of stories told in some of the excruciating regional accents of the Lower East Side, the 
Upper West Side, the Bronx, Queens and the intermediate points. Holtz is still a vigorous man 
and, luckily, comfortably off. For when he went on the radio shmtly after the war, a new 
generation of solid citizens set off an uproar over his flagrant, alleged, "anti-Sernitism."309 Holtz, 
as proud and knowing a Jew as you could find in show business, groaned aloud and gave up in 
disgust.310 This respectable movement to strip all Americans down to the nerve ends of their 
sensibility proceeds in a stealthy, pussyfooting way. Last week, it stumbled and stubbed its toe. 
A decent howl went up from the citizens, though I doubt they will do anything about it. 
Last week the New York Board of Education quietly, as it hoped, excluded a certain 
American novel from its "approved" list of textbooks to be read in elementary and junior high 
schools. It didn't take the book off the library shelves, but by its action it implied that this novel 
was now on the Board of Education' s effective index. A lot of parents no doubt will learn not to 
approve a book from which the Board of Education has officially removed its stamp of approval. 
You'll never guess what this book was, and I suppose I wouldn't bring it up if it was some trivial 
or pettifogging work by a propagandist, religious, political or social. It is, however, commonly 
regarded as a towering masterpiece; as a comic work of genius unequalled in American literature. 
H.L. Mencken said that he discovered it at the age of nine and subsequently came to look on the 
discovery as "probably the most stupendous event of my whole life". Ernest Hemingway has 
paid it the highest compliment of saying that "all modern American literature comes from one 
308 For other regretful references to this lost verse, see Letters 590 (28 January 1957) and 614 (17 
January 1960). 
309 uproar) a great squawk tr 
310 Holtz: See also Letter 980 (15 October 1967). 
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book", and he added that the style of Hemingway, which whether you like it or not has 
transformed the English sentence all around the world, was made possible by this one book. The 
book is- hold your breath- none other than Huckleberry Finn, Mark Twain's masterpiece 
about the confused Huck and the shrewd and winning Nigger Jim.311 There,- that's the rub. 
"Nigger" is a subtle atmospheric sort of word, not to be neatly defined by reference to any 
dictionary. Colored people can use it to and about each other with affection and also with rage. 
White people in the South, who are closer to colored people than any others can use it 
inoffensively in the presence ofNegroes and some may and do use it with obscene offensiveness. 
But it is not longer a word that can be used in print in a straight narrative. Well, Mark Twain did 
not write about "the colored boy Jim". He wrote, with admiration and humor, about "Miss 
Watson's big nigger, Jim". It has been pointed out that when the book was published in 1884, it 
was immediately banned from some school and children's libraries, but on the quite different 
grounds that its heroes talked profanity (which they did, and would certainly do in life), and 
because Huck Finn himself was shown to have "a deceitful character." It was shocking to the 
1880s to discover, what I guess our generation has come to take for granted: namely that 
schoolboys mostly have deceitful characters. But today the objection has been voiced by the 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, though not formally entered by 
them, that Huckleberry Finn contains "racial slurs." 
I must say that in common with the white citizens ofthe rest ofNew York, I don't know how 
to take this charge. The New York Times made the fine point that "Jim is a warm human being, 
livable and admirable .. . the truth," the Times wrote, "is that Huckleberry Finn is one of the 
deadliest satires that was ever written on some of the nonsense that goes with the inequality of 
races". I am sure that this is true and that it is a good book for white children to read and to 
311 The oft-quoted statement was made in Green Hills of Africa (1935), 29; full title: The Adventures 
of Huckleberry Finn. 
217 
measure the relations between whites and negroes by a standard altogether more lofty and 
humane than they are going to be offered by the politicians. I wonder, however, whether a 
colored boy, oppressed as he is today with the knowledge that he is the center of a universal 
uproar, I wonder whether it' s a good book for him to read. It is a richly comic book. And all 
humor is about a few tragic themes; or rather most jokes are about episodes which make fun of 
somebody, who acting them out in life would be a sad and unhappy man. I don't know if any 
negro, at this point of history, is secure enough inside himself, or calm enough with his place in a 
white society, to be able to laugh at the jokes in Huckleberry Finn without thinking of their 
application to his own life. It is one thing to accept the marvelous dreamworld of a white boy 
and his colored friend adrift on a raft on the Mississippi River; it's another thing to have to go to . 
school in Arkansas and be sulTounded by a crowd of juveniles not one of whom bears one decent · 
human resemblance to Huck Finn or Tom Sawyer. 
As the world kept one baleful eye focused on Little Rock this week, and 99 percent of the 
American people were thoroughly embarrassed and ashamed at some of this attention, I'm afraid 
we have to face the fact that there will be a small annoying price to pay for the negro's campaign 
for equality.312 One of the prices may be that we have to watch our language more than ever, and 
curb some of our humor. And read Huck Finn in private. It is wrong and petty, no doubt, that it 
should be so. But the whole world's huge public enjoyment ofNigger Jim was one of the small 
luxuries a white world could enjoy when it knew that Nigger Jim was never going to be anything 
bigger than a good boy and a willing servant. Good Night. [ts, ts2, tr} 
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LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 503 
[Live from New York 27 September 1957 for broadcast 29 September 1957] 
[After writing many times that whites will not accept integration where blacks live in great, 
or equal, numbers, Cooke here writes with approval of Baltimore, with a 57 percent African-
American population, integrating its schools immediately and peacefully.] 
Good Evening. I'm afraid there is no doubt at all that this last week the Bangkok Daily News 
and the Peking Times, the Paris-Soir and the Glasgow Herald, the Casablanca Chronicle and the 
Times oflndia all carried on their front pages, that obscene picture of a Negro being kicked in the 
chest. Every newspaper in the world, as far as I can gather, knew and despised one American 
town. And Little Rock- until lately the birthplace of Mary Martin in "South Pacific", and, 
before that, an amiable joke in "Gentlemen Prefer Blondes" -Little Rock was as universally 
infamous as Rome at the height of its decadence.313 
I don't honestly believe that Rome is buming, but I can't escape the uncomfortable feeling 
that you will think of me as a sort ofNero- I must say a rather underweight Nero- if I begin 
tonight by fiddling away at such frivolities as the United Nations General Assembly; the splendid 
crisp beginning of the fall , the huge splutter in the green ocean off Florida of yet another 
intercontinental missile that traveled no further than a ferry boat; and a word or two about the 
313Martin: Not Martin, but Nellie Forbush, the female protagonist she played in the Rogers & 
Hammerstein musical. , and, before .. . Blondes] delete tr. "Gentlemen Prefer Blondes": The 1953 movie, 
starring Jane Russell and Marilyn Momoe, was adapted from a 1949 musical, itself adapted from a novel 
by Anita Loos. The lyric of the signature song, by Jule Styne and Leo Robin, begins, "We're just two little 
girls from Little Rock I We lived on the wrong side of the tracks I But the gentlemen friends who used to 
call / They never did seem to mind at all.. .. " For the social and racial significance of railroad tracks, see 
Letter 1097 (22 February 1970). 
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determination and ingenuity of a scientist up in Cambridge, Massachusetts who is trying to 
perfect a golfball that will slow down for experts and speed up for duffers. 314 
So for the third time in as many weeks, it is an unpleasant but necessary thing not to look 
with a stubborn blind eye at the one horror that has flashed around the world.315 I don't propose 
to keep you posted with a weekly report on all the shifts and turns of every community which 
fails to mix its schoolchildren without violence, but I do want to talk about the great- and 
unfortunately unsung- majority of cities in the near South, from Louisville, Kentucky to 
Baltimore, Maryland, and many places in the South itself, which have integrated their schools 
completely. Baltimore is almost an astounding example of a place that seemed, in September 
1954, to be inviting a general race riot. Baltimore, though it is just north of the line which two 
English surveyors drew to mark off the North from the South, is in many ways a more Southern 
city than, say, Atlanta, which is deep in Georgia. Baltimore has the tempo of a Southern town, its 
local words and ways, a fierce pride in its pa1iicular trees and local foods (nowhere on earth, I do 
believe, will you match its two great crab soups - shore style with vegetables, and bisque with 
cream, pepper and sherry) . It has what is more to the point, a Negro population bigger than some 
cities in Alabama. Its population of colored school children is higher than that of any city outside 
the Deep South. This was a town which, you would think, would have pondered the one rule of 
thumb we have learned in the last few years that integration is safer and easier in places that have 
very few colored people, and fraught with terror, perhaps impossible to do, in places that have 
many. Kentucky, with only 7 percent Negroes, has the best general record of any state so far. 
Mississippi, one half of whose population is colored, has -I almost said- the worst; but it is 
truer to say that it has no record at all of integration and doesn't intend to. 
314
, and a word ... duffers] delete tr 
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I tell you about Baltimore as an example of what has happened in a hundred other places, of 
anxiety, of a brave decision taken and a new way of life imposed and accepted without riots and, 
unhappily, without headlines in Moscow and Sheffield.316 Baltimore is without question the most 
spectacular example of the success of integration, but I want to tell you the story of it because in 
the trembling first few days- the Govemor of Maryland, the headmaster of one school, and the 
chief of police, acted- respectively- with bravery, with shrewd sense, and with a wit that 
saved the day.317 IfGovemor McKeldin had acted with a fraction of Governor Faubus' sulkiness, 
I believe that the noise of the Baltimore Riot would have crashed around the world as dreadfully 
as the Galveston flood. 318 
You must know by now that May 1 ih 1954 was the historic day that bred much bravery and 
all the late disasters. That was the day when the Supreme Court -what many Southemers curse 
as Warren's Court- gave a new interpretation to the Constitution, and to that pregnant phrase 
about "the equal protection of the laws" ... for all native-hom and naturalized Americans. The 
Court condemned a sixty-year-old judgment of a previous Supreme Court, which thought that the 
Constitution would be safe ifNegroes were provided with "separate and equal" schools and 
colleges. One judge at that time disagreed with this ruling -which was in the 1890s - a man 
who dissented and said, in a memorable phrase, that he was sorry but he felt that the 
"Constitution was color blind". The present Supreme Court unanimously agreed with him and 
said that separate schools are inherently unequal. 319 So the present court said that the seventeen 
states that had laws requiring separate schools for whites and Negroes should abolish them and 
begin to mix their pupils "with deliberate speed." The first response of the South was outrage and 
then calculation. Virginia prides itself, as well it might, on the distinguished line of its lawyers, 
31 6 
unhappily] Presumably AC means it would be unhappy for the editors, who prefer a lurid story. 
317 
a wit] a pawky wit tr 
3 18 A 1900 hurricane devastated coastal Galveston, Texas, drowning more than 6,000 people. 
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from Jefferson to Hany Byrd.320 The Virginians have not been idle in the past three years . Their 
lawyers have bent into the midnight oil and come up with forty or fifty drafts of laws meant to 
delay or hobble the Supreme Court's ruling. There are sincere men who at this moment are 
sweating over possible legal interpretations of the word "deliberate" and the word "speed," like 
PhD students wrestling with a line from Beowulf or James Joyce. 
Well, Baltimore is an odd town, not especially worshipful of lawyers. It is one of the few 
cities I know where doctors know anything at all outside medicine. In fact the medical faculty 
busies itself very agreeable with the social business of the town, plays violins and oboes, supports 
little theaters, tries out its hand at beautiful letters, is proud of old Mencken- who called its 
surgeons "butchers"- and vies with the rest of the town at annual crab-fests by improving on 
the recipe for crab cakes Maryland.321 
But there is, in the county of which Baltimore is the center, that 51 percent Negro 
population. All, in the ineffable spring of 1954, going to their own schools. Two days after the 
Supreme Court gave its decision, the school board met. I don't know of any other school board 
that acted quite so fast, or, you might say, quite so naively. They actually took the words of the 
nine old men to mean an imminent change in the law (though Congress had passed none) which 
they ought to think about obeying. So the board met and it asked what you would call the town 
clerk what it ought to do. 322 This anonymous hero replied the next day that Baltimore's 
segregation clause in the city code must now be considered ''unconstitutional and invalid."323 So 
the school board met again. It considered doing what many, many cities have been doing, and 
will go on doing, ever since. It considered holding hearings, with sober witnesses parading 
intelTllinably pro and con. A sensible, time-honored precaution. However, one man on the board 
320 Virginia 1\ prides] , especially, tr. Harry F. Byrd (1987-1966), U.S. senator 1933-1965. 
321 It is one ... cakes Maryland.] del l sentences, continue paragraph at: But there... tr 
322 asked 1\ what] the city solicitor - tr 
323 anonymous ] del tr; clause] clauses - long written tr 
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said a simple thing. He said, "You can't hold hearings on a constitutional right." The board said 
"Aye" and within the hour took what many people thought to be the insane step of voting 
unanimously to integrate the entire one-hundred seventy-five schools of the city- not next year, 
or the year after, but at the beginning of September, the next school year.324 
I was told by the secretary of the school board that they were a little shaken at their own 
daring. But they clinched their courage by nodding at the wise remark of the president of the 
school board. He said, "If we wait, people who don't like it aren't going to like it any better later 
on." Other wise men warned that to revolutionize race relations so radically, it was essential to 
"prepare" people for it by a long apprenticeship in close and equal contact.325 That sounds 
prudent. But again, this school board president- a modest, easygoing department store 
salesman, by the way- said, "Preparing people may just as easily build up a head of steam."326 
So came the autumn of 1954. No more colored schools or white schools. Just one-hundred 
seventy-five mixed schools. Let's pause a moment and admit it is quite a hair-raising strain to 
put on children bred from the womb in the belief that colored folk are droll, or lazy, or fine and 
devoted, but positively an inferior race with eternal limits set to their freedom to roam and to 
succeed. (It was just outside Baltimore that twenty years ago I first saw a crude sign by a 
country crossroads, which said, "Nigger, don't let the sun set on you here."i27 
The first day, to everyone's enormous relief, nothing happened. The whites and the colored 
trooped into the same school. The second day, same thing. Then came the terror. By now, 
professional segregationists, rabble-rousers from out of town (the ringleaders are always from out 
of town) had given heart to the mean, the fearful, the embittered parents who saw the dignity of 
324 
, or the year after,] or next decade, tr 
325
that 1\ to] , after three hundred years of one way of life, tr; by a long apprenticeship in close and 
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327 See Letter 366 (27 May 1954). 
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their skinny offspring somehow violated.328 For the next three days big gangs of rowdies and 
seething parents formed and surged around the school, every bit as malevolent as the gangs in 
Little Rock. Not one, but a dozen schools were picketed by chanting crowds of students and their 
obstinate mothers. 
Three decisions were made in the nick of time. Governor McKeldin who, thank God, is to be 
on the southern governors ' delegation that confers with the president next week, said, 
"Resistance, active or passive, to the Supreme Court's decision would be fantastic nonsense."329 
(That was Governor McKeldin of Maryland, not Faubus of Arkansas, speaking.)330 The 
headmasters of the twelve schools that were besieged turned the terrifying problem over to the 
students, the students' council- the prefects, in a word.331 And the man who fixed the 
mousetrap was the police commissioner of Baltimore. I don't know by what inspiration he 
looked back into the earliest records of the city, way back to colonial times. He fished out a 
curious, elegant eighteenth-century law that prohibited "the unlawful baiting and interfering with 
the schools when they are properly assembled."332 He broadcast the text of this old law, which by 
some happy amnesia had never been repealed, over the radio that night. He told everybody that it 
was fine to picket up till the stroke of nine. But after that, watch it, brother. 
The next morning, the pickets surged and chanted.333 The cops lined up with their eye on their 
wristwatches. The school bell tolled and the cops waded into the mob, saying, "Okay, fellers, 
that's all for today." The rowdies came back, a little limp, one day, two days and then no more. 
328 (the ringleaders are always from out of town)]- and they always seem to come from out-of-town 
tr 
329 AC had mentioned Theodore McKeldin as a possible 1956 presidential contender: Letter 422 (10 
November 1955). 
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There hasn't been a single picket since. Baltimore has just started its fourth year of integration. 334 
There is muttering, there is snobbery, there are cliques- as there will always be in all societies, 
not least in any democratic society where the mere fact of being judged equal makes some people 
bum to be more equal than others. But it was done, and I don't suppose Bangkok or Paris, 
Casablanca or Peking, London or Coventry has ever heard a word ofit.335 Good night. 
[ts2, tr] 
LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 538 
[Recorded 26 June 1958 for broadcast 29 June 1958] 
[The 1958 order of a federal judge granting a three-year hiatus (later overturned by the 
Supreme Court) in the integration of Little Rock schools.] 
Good Evening. Another big storm blew up early in the week out of Little Rock, Arkansas. 
And a little storm, at the week's end, out of the American pavilion at Brussels. Let us not try to 
cope with these tornadoes both at once. Little Rock, only a little less than a year ago an ugly 
wound on the main body of America, is apparently unhealed and perhaps incurable. It is easy to 
feel disgust at the sight ofthis scar, and it is easiest of all to defend positions already taken. Let 
us take a look, as the local idiom has it, at the judgment of Judge Harry Lemley, a federal judge 
334 of 1\ integration] complete tr; integration 1\. ] -not of nine Negroes as a sop to its conscience, 
but of about forty or fifty thousand colored children tr 
335 AC seems to approve of the suddenness of Baltimore's implementation of the court's ruling; 
elsewhere he has approved of gradualism. See Letter 716 (1 April 1962). 
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of great experience and humanity, whom it is impossible to see as a spokesman for the White 
Citizen's councils, the last-ditch racists who have banded together in Southern cities to defy the 
Supreme Court's order to mix the schools with a single word: Never.336 
It is the way of the world's news that when it is gory, or tasty, it makes the headlines; and 
when it is difficult and heartening in a colorless way it is not reported at all. For a certainty Little 
Rock last autumn hit the front pages of every paper in the world popular or substantial enough to 
have reported Hitler's invasion ofPoland.337 I don't know for sure how well reported it was in 
your favorite paper, but by the time President Eisenhower held his extraordinary interview with 
the Governor of Arkansas, the facts were too gross to overlook. They are, unhappily, fairly 
simple. The Supreme Court, four years ago, published its famous ruling that all schools 
supported by public funds in the United States should now begin "with deliberate speed" to 
integrate, that is to accept colored students on an equal footing with whites. This decision was 
announced in the conviction that the federal courts had previously falsely interpreted or ignored 
the plain meaning of the Constitution, which in one article guarantees to all citizens of the U.S. 
"the equal protection of the laws." The dubious rights ofNegroes of course have come up many 
times since the Civil War, and until the present Supreme court told us to change our custom, this 
country had gone along on the ruling of the Supreme Court in the 1890s that Negroes had a right 
to "separate but equal" education. The present Court decided that "separate but equal" was not 
equal enough. 338 
336 racists: AC's first use of this word in the Letter. Racism: "The belief that all members of each race 
possess characteristics, abilities, or qualities specific to that race, especially so as to distinguish it as inferior 
or superior to another race or races. Hence: prejudice and antagonism towards people of other races, esp. 
those felt to be a threat to one's cultural or racial integrity or economic well -being; the expression of such 
prejudice in words or actions." OED. It largely replaced its Victorian predecessor, "racialist." First 
recorded American use 1927, Amer. Polit. Sci. Rev. 21: 385, "The government bloc reached an 
understanding with the most notorious Racists." OED 
337 reported 1\ Hitler's] , let' s say, tr 
338 Custom: i.e., something stronger than local habit, as in "2. Law. An established usage which by 
long continuance has acquired the force of a law or right, esp. the established usage of a particular locality, 
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It's interesting, and a little ghoulish now, to realize that the first school board in the United 
States that voted to obey the Supreme Court in the next school year was the school board in Little 
Rock, Arkansas. Popular resentment was so frightening that Little Rock didn't get around to 
living up to the law until last fall, when on the dreadful first day of school nine Negroes 
attempted to go to the Central High School. There was a riot and the Governor of Arkansas 
called out the troops, in this instance the troops over whom he has prior authority: the Arkansas 
militia or state guard.339 He called them out, he said, to resist "a threat to the peace"- which is 
his right, even his duty in troubled times. But actually he called on them to prevent the colored 
children from going to the white school. Gov. Faubus was audaciously advised, but not very 
wisely. Someone should have warned him of a precedent set a quarter of a century ago, when 
the Governor of Texas in the same way used the state guard to defy the federal authority. In that 
case, the Supreme Court made short shrift of the claim that a Governor's authority over his state 
militia is absolute. The court said that any doubt about the superior authority of a Governor to 
command the state troops or the authority ofthe President of the United States to commandeer 
them was certainly resolved in favor of the president. 340 In time, President Eisenhower 
reasserted this authority and reorganized the Arkansas guard as a federal militia, whose duty was 
now not to keep the colored children out but to see that they got in and stayed in.341 The 
President's move was hailed everywhere as a victory for law and order, for the Supreme Court, 
for decency, and a proof that the day of total integration- from Maine to the Rio Grande-
trade, society, or the like." AC cmrunonly applies it, and the word "tradition," to the segregation system, 
removing at least some obloquy from the practice by virtue of longevity, as if to suggest it can't be all bad 
since it has lasted so long and such distinguished persons as J. William Fulbright and Richard Russell 
believe strongly in it. OED. equal. 1\ ] No decision of the court in our time has raised so many gibbering 
ghosts or threatened so clean and painful a break with American social traditions of social life -what 
Americans themselves call "mores." ts 1'1 reading. Specifically, the court ruled that separation is 
"inherently unequal"; i.e., that "separate but equal" is an oxymoron. 
339 guard. 1\ ] He did not, however, call them out to protect the newly vindicated rights of the Negro 
children. ts l sr reading 
340 See Letter 501 (15 September 1957). 
341 time, 1\ President] , you remember, tr 
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might be distant but was inevitable. The headlines shrank and vanished. The troops stayed on for 
months, the airbome infantry was withdrawn and gave way to a remnant of the state guard now 
under federal orders. The repmiers left town. Little Rock was left to surrender with ill grace. 
You don't have to be a reporter to know that life is not like this. Little Rock did not suddenly 
jell into a throbbing mass of angry citizens, splatter its fury on nine Negroes, take a drubbing 
from the President of the United States, and then dissolve into the quiet, law-abiding city it had 
been in the first place. Little Rock is a southem city that had the ill luck to get stuck with a 
label. It is a place made up of some frantic race-baiters, some determined but orderly 
segregationists, some courageous and embittered whites and Negroes, hoodlums of both colors, 
and a mass of disturbed citizens, deeply concerned at the sudden revolution in their social life, . but 
sadly willing to obey the law and be peaceable and hope for the best. 
When the newsmen left town, and other troubles moved into the headlines, and we all 
assumed the Battle of Little Rock was over and done with, Little Rock, in fact entered on its 
worst, its most harrowing and miserable period. It has never ended. The school board was tacitly 
left to do what by now the few troops were not doing: protecting the Negro children once they sat 
in classes. What happened was that the White Citizens quickened their campaign of resistance, a 
core of white children were encouraged to pick on some of the Negro students and make their 
"equality" a misery. One child could take it no more and quit. Banners were raised with the 
ugly device: "One down- eight to go." Today- or rather until the school blessedly closed its 
doors for the summer holidays, the appearance of law and order inside the school was a bitter 
mockery of the authority invoked last September - the Presidential pronouncements, the arrival 
of the airborne infantry, and all the rest of it. The facts of the case that Judge Lemley last 
weekend had to consider are the facts that Little Rock has not integrated in any real or humane 
sense. Eight Negroes and a bewildered school board have been left by the government to bear the 
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organized taunting and harassment of the extremists who survived the shock of the federal 
infantry and who are now stronger than ever. Meanwhile the decent mass of citizens are more 
disturbed, more disheartened, more stony in the face of the truth - that there is no federal 
policy for integration, only a righteous stirring up of hate and recrimination, and a palpable 
worsening of race relations throughout the whole South. In February the school board, once 
anxious to obey the Supreme Court, virtually gave up. It petitioned the federal courts for a 
breathing space, for a year or two's delay in integrating its schools, so that Central High could 
snatch away the victims of the young sadists, and the teachers could once again settle to their 
main business, namely that of educating the children. 342 Judge Lemley knew he could get 
nowhere without the help or acquiescence, say of the Governor. He privately coaxed the 
Governor to give up his absolute insistence that Little Rock would never successfully integrate its 
schools - a wish that is obviously father to the thought. In a way, - in a way that has not been 
acknowledged by the repmiers or the extremists of either camp - Judge Lemley scored a victory. 
He got Governor Faubus to agree to the principle, that in 1961 Little Rock is duty bound, legally 
bound, to begin again the integration of its schools. 343 You can say, rightly, that by then Gov 
Faubus will be at the end of his third term as Governor, for which he is standing in the autumn, 
and will have no more political use for an attitude that has won him easy idolatry in the South. 
You can say that and you will be right. The Governor himself frankly says to, even to visiting 
delegations of reporters, white and black.344 The Negro lawyers are pressing to have the judge's 
ruling reversed. The Dept of Justice is not sure how or when to press its legal beavers into 
service. Possibly, the president has been told, a breathing space is the essential thing for now. 345 
342 twos] two's tr 
343 principle, 1\ that] , which now goes into the record, ts 1'1 reading 
344 to] so tr 
345 Possibly, the President has been told,] del commas, which suggests the possibility, not a certainty, 
that Eisenhower was so advised. tr 
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Of course, the temptation to see in a breathing space a chance to shuck off the whole honor is 
inesistible. It will have to be a breathing space with a difference, with a purpose and a time to 
develop a future federal policy.346 
That is the Little Rock story so far. Let no one think, however, that Judge Lemley is a last-
ditch segregationist. Or that integration happened in Little Rock and was foiled last weekend. It 
didn't happen. What happened was that a community was forced to pay lip service to a 
revolutionary new law which most of the South, is detennined to resist. 
The other storm- which by contrast with Little Rock is a mild but amusing little zephyr-
blew up out of Brussels. At last, it seems, the Congress began to hear from outraged Americans, 
who had walked into the American pavilion at Brussels expecting the American dream, and 
finding it is a non-industrial nightmare have stalked out again. 347 Let me say at once that I 
thought the American pavilion one of the two or three complete successes of the fair, all the more 
admirable that it presents to the skeptical Europeans a picture of America they didn't expect and 
have no cause to belittle. 
The pavilion itself was designed by a fine contemporary architect and is a work of the 
imagination. Its use of water and light, its superlatively graceful roof, the ru1iculating of (I 
think) locust trees and willows into the design of the building is cunning and beautiful. 348 Many 
of the exhibits themselves have a modesty and austerity you would not expect from this country 
if you did not know the vital generation of young American designers, painters, sculptors, 
346 The NAACP asked the Supreme Court to overturn Lemley's order, which it did in October 1958 in 
Aaron v. Cooper, ordering Little Rock to proceed with integration. Not only did Faubus not submit, he 
filed bills, which passed the Arkansas legislature, empowering the governor to close any schools under 
orders to integrate. All the public schools in Little Rock were closed for more than a year, until a 
movement of white parents- angrier that their children were locked out of school than about integration 
- in May 1959 defeated segregationist school board members and reopened the Little Rock schools. A 
federal appeals court invalidated the laws closing the schools. Encyclopedia of Arkansas History and 
Culture, Central Arkansas Library System, Little Rock, Arkansas, http://encyclopediaofarkansas.net. 
347 The American pavilion at the 1958 World's Fair in Brussels, Belgium. 
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museum curators who - let us admit- have somehow taken over the American pavilion and 
had their field day.349 
Detroit hardly gets a look-in. And that is what riles a lot of visiting Americans, who 
evidently have a preconception about what makes America great and don't find it here. 350 I 
gather they are furious that there are no dynamos, and jets, no massive assembly lines, no ringing 
declarations chiseled on the walls about the beauty, the power, the uniqueness of America. Thank 
God, or whoever silently guided the American exhibitors, that there aren't. If that is what you are 
looking for, then the Russian pavilion is your spiritual home. It bulges and bursts with know-how, 
with muscular peasants about the size of Big Ben, with battalions of tractors. The building itself 
is a huge rectangular block, period Nuremberg 1936, and everything about it suggests it was built 
by a robot in a trance. It is, in a word, monumentally arrogant and dull in a way that- I regret to 
say- some Americans would like the American building to be. 351 
Also, there is an exhibition of Indian arts presented with great style and simplicity. One 
detail of this was a very fine etching on glass showing, among other things, an Indian maiden 
lifting a welcoming arm to our old friend Amerigo Vespucci. 352 Would you believe it, the Indian 
maiden was naked to the waist, and clothed below - a concession to the landing party which in 
the original scene I am quite sure the Indian maiden never made. 
Well, I mean, enough is enough, isn't it? It was for one congressman, who stood on the floor 
of the House and moaned for the impairment of morals bound to follow from such a spectacle, 
approved, mark you, by the United States government. The President himself confessed he was 
"very initated" by reports of the American pavilion. He sent over a friend as an official snooper. 
349 
modesty and austerity] austere beauty tr 
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352 Vespucci: Florentine explorer (1454-1512) of South American coast on whose first name 
"America" is based. 
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The friend has returned with a generally favorable report. Congress, which voted a niggardly 
sum for the American exhibit, is now left to improve things by appropriating more money, a 
sudden revelation of cause and effect that will lead Congress to tum its attention to other matters. 
And meanwhile the Indian maiden lies there, one naked arm upheld, the upper torso still 
unclothed. Will no one offer a nickel to give her a blouse? Such a philanthropist would at a 
small cost ease the conscience of the U.S. Congress and not only save many an infant visitor from 
fantasies worse than death but at a stroke ease the conscience of the United States Congress. 
Good Night. [ts, tr] 
LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 547 
[Live from New York 29 August 1958 for broadcast 31 August 1958] 
[After a long disquisition on world population increases, Cooke worries about another civil 
war.] 
Good Evening. A few years go - I am shocked to realize in this instant that it is twenty - I 
was one of several hundred guests at a dinner party in London. I should say for the younger 
members of the class that it was not a private dinner party. Private dinner parties running to 
several hundred guests were even then, I should say, historically on the decline in England and 
most other countries. A decade was to pass, and another war, before such dinner parties were 
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resumed again, but not by the people who would have thrown them, or caught them, twenty or 
thirty or more years ago. Except among successful crooners & Hollywood producers, such 
opulent tributes to mere individuals are no longer thought quite tasteful, for in some things the 
world does seem to move and change for the better; and the word has got around that rather more 
than a half of the world' s 2800 million people go to bed hungry every night. 
I repeat then this was a public dinner party, given by a philanthropic fund, and it all happened 
twenty year ago in the good old summertime- in the bad old summertime, perhaps, for it was 
the summer when Hitler' s hoarse voice made the nights hideous. He was demanding- and was 
about to get - the Sudetenland. 353 This dinner party shuffled and cocktailed longer than usual 
because the guest of honor was late, first by a half-hour and then by nearly an hour. He was a 
certain Foreign secretary. He came rushing in at last, pink and flustered, and apologized to his 
host in these remarkable words: "I am so sorry, but politics these days interferes most annoyingly 
with one's private life."354 
I can imagine that to a generation brought up during or since the Second War, that sentence 
will carry an even more incredible whiff of the Edwardians than it originally did to me, who at 
that time, like all brash and rising generations, was convinced I had been born at exactly the right 
time- the most serious, challenging and alert time in history. I am not so sure now. One of 
those television panel shows got around, the other night, to asking people, more and less 
distinguished, which period of history they would like to have lived in. It was clear from most of 
the answers that Hollywood had a hold on the secret imagination of all of us, not least the most 
353 Sudetenland: A region of Czechoslovakia annexed by Germany September 1938, with the 
acquiescence of England and France, in the Munich agreement. 
354 By writing "a," rather than "the," Foreign Secretary, AC might be referring to a sub-cabinet-rank 
diplomatic official. But since he is the guest of honor, it is probably Edward Wood, 3 rd Viscount Halifax 
(1881-1959), who in 1938 succeeded Anthony Eden as Foreign Secretary. Eden had resigned in protest 
against Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain's appeasement of Hitler and Mussolini. Halifax, a fox-
hunting gentleman, supported appeasement and even praised Hitler. When Winston Churchill formed a 
new government in 1940, he eventually replaced Halifax with Eden. Halifax defended the appeasement 
policy in his memoirs, Fullness of Days (London: Collins, 1957). 
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pretentiously educated, the people who pretend to despise Hollywood. Thus a scholar who 
plumped for Rome at its peak seemed to assume, though he didn't say so, that Rita Hayworth 
would be on hand to amuse him while he peeled a grape, and the small talk would be taken care 
of by someone like Peter U stinov, if you can think of someone like. The most interesting answer 
- only because it is the one I would have given- came from a man who said that of all the 
times he knew anything about, he would have liked to live in London in the middle eighteenth 
Century. He threw in the proviso- "that is to say I should like to have lived in London in the 
middle Eighteenth Century ifl could have been rich and healthy." 
A lot of us, of course, could bear to think of living in all sorts of eras if we could also have 
been assured of"being rich and healthy." This may be so glib as to shock some pious people. I 
can only recall a conversation- just two fast lines of dialogue- at the United Nations not so 
long ago, when a friend of mine, a man of the greatest gentleness, earnestness, high principle and 
unworldliness, seemed to be racked with some deep personal problem. At least his forehead was 
wrinkled and his expression was glum. He had been, he told me, wrestling with some deep 
philosophical question for a week or two, and his conscience would not let him go. He came to 
me, I gathered, because I was not racked or wrinkled by problems of quite this delicacy and I 
might be expected to give an answer which would be cmde but refreshing, like a good sneeze in a 
damp church. What is the problem, I asked, shaking a little and flattered a lot. "Tell me," he 
said, "all things being equal, do you think it is better to be 1ich than poor?" Yes, I said. 
Well, all this started with a foreign secretary apologizing for events getting in the way of 
one's private life. I feel the same way, too often these days, when I sit down to talk to you. The 
things one would like to do, the hobbies, preoccupations that ought to absorb your spare time, 
have constantly to be shelved, because they sound selfish or trivial against the thump and wailing 
of the day's news. Perhaps I am over-sensitive about this. I don't know. I am old enough to be 
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aware, often, that a matter of taste is involved. I am not old enough to do exactly what I want, to 
brandish a net at a moth, or enjoy the trumpeter's hot lick, and let the Negroes or the Arab 
refugees go hang. 355 
I had half-promised last week to recompose the old travel book picture of the United States, 
to make a 1958 Cooke's tour of the places you ought to see in this country ifyou could afford to. 
But the guns began to sound again in those accursed island of Quemoy and Matsu; the Supreme 
Comt broke its holiday, as it very rarely does, and dashed to Washington to face the State of 
Arkansas again.356 And the United Nations, which was breathing easier and congratulating itself 
on the success of the special Assembly, well, the United Nations didn't go off fishing for 
snappers (the beautiful young bluefish that are beginning to run, to flash and snap in our bays and 
creeks here). The United Nations put out a report which may well make us be glad to be alive 
today and not in the year two thousand, when- the U.N. predicts- the world will be just about 
double its present population. And, the U.N. goes on, if we go on breeding at our present 
fabulous rate, there will be only one square yard of land surface for each person alive. This is not 
quite enough space to sit down in. It took hundreds of years, the report says for the population of 
the world to get up to a billion and a quarter people. (By the way, we are going to get nowhere 
with this study, let alone be able to correct the situation, if Britain refuses to adopt the plain and 
immediately intelligible American usage of one billion meaning a thousand million. I see that all 
the reputable English dictionaries stick doggedly to one billion as the term for a million million, 
and thereby preserve a useful word for nothing you can apply it to. There is practically nothing, 
355 Since from its beginnings, the Letter from America was not intended to be preoccupied with 
politics and policy, AC sometimes half-apologizes for dwelling on them and says he would much rather 
discuss lighter matters. On the other hand, he goes out of his way here to present the foreign secretary and 
the troubled friend, in their obliviousness to grave public events, as fools. 
356 Quemoy and Matsu: Islands between Taiwan and mainland China, held by the nationalist 
government of Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kai-Shek) and periodically shelled by the communist government in 
the late 1950s. 
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even on this multiplying planet, which has to be - or can be- counted in millions of millions, 
whereas lots of things- people and dollars given for defence or foreign aid- do work their 
way up to a few thousand million. The word for a thousand million is one billion. Now, we can 
resume.) 
(By the way, on behalf of hundreds of returning, and very snappish, American tourists who 
think I invented, or at least anange, all these things, will you please also before next year change 
your cunency - ten pennies to a shilling would do it - adopt the metric system, and for 
heaven's sake drive on the right side of the road . . . I don't mean morally or ethically right, I 
mean the spatial or navigational right . . . to starboard, please, just like the rest of the world.) 
Now, where were we? Oh yes. It took hundreds of thousands of years, says the United Nations, 
for the population of the world to get up to a billion and a quarter people. That was in 1860. 
Then something started to happen. By 1950, in only 90 more years, the figure had doubled: 2.5 
billion people. Something even more drastic seems to be happening.357 In only another forty 
years, we shall double again and have 5 billion people.358 In other words, the world's population 
is increasing by about a 100,000 every day. I thought California was bad enough, with its 1200 
new immigrants every day. But 100,000 babies a day - nearly another million babies will be 
born before I talk to you again. The question is, what can we 00?359 
Something useful, creative- is the jargon of the day. And this means curing disease and 
stopping wars; which means, incidentally, increasing the world's population not by 100,000 a day 
but - (by the time they've beaten cancer and heart disease- I shouldn't wonder) by two or 
three hundred thousand a day. The U.N. doesn't know where we are going to put all these 
357 happening /\. ] now tr 
358 World population in 1958: 2.9 billion; in 2000: 6.1 billion. Total Midyear Population for the 
World, 1950-2050, International Database, United States Census Bureau, 28 June 2010, 
http: //www.census.gov 
359 DO /\?] about it tr 
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people. When it talks about one square yard to one human being it doesn't mean one built-up, 
habitable square yard of Chicago or Manchester. It means one square yard anywhere you care to 
look- for there will be enough people to crowd all the deserts, the Arctic wastes, every strip of 
frozen or burning land anywhere we know. I must say these threw me into quite a state until I 
looked at the graph again, which shows that all this is going to happen 600 years from now. (By 
the way, two billion years from now- you won't have to have two eyes and a nose in the 
middle. You will have, according to a very learned gent, only one eye in the middle ofthe 
forehead and a nose under it. To be blunt, I predict that two billion years from now, you won't 
have one eye either. But that's what the man says, and I mention for the benefit of people who 
want to take precautions.) 
The U.N. doesn' t dream up these studies to prove a point or run a crusade or a mission. This 
is what makes its special U.N. reports so impressive and so deeply depressing. They present you 
with a staggering problem that affects us all. Then they seal their lips. They offer no solution. 
After these appalling figures about the headlong inclination of the human race to breed itself out 
of house and home, to say nothing about food, the U.N. makes no recommendations. It has, you 
see, to respect a great variety of national prejudices, and regional, racial prejudices. And by the 
time the U.N. is through with studying anything, amassing facts that scream for action, there is no 
solution that would occur to one race or one national that would not deeply offend some other 
race or nation. Here in New York, where we have long beenjostled and invigorated by many 
nations and most races, we now have the headquarters of the United Nations to mock us. It is a 
quiet, almost a cloistral laboratory, where eighty-one nations move on tiptoe, as through the 
surgical ward of a hospital. They issue reports on the human situation. Look out, the latest one 
says - a million new babies are born every ten days. Soon there will be standing room only. 
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What to do about it? "It goes without saying," the report ends, "that this can never take place. 
Something will happen to prevent it."360 
This last sentence expresses, I am afraid, the unflustered attitude of generations of 
Southerners whenever the question ofNegro equality came up. It has been the attitude of the 
citizens of Little Rock, Arkansas, all through the past ugly and restless year. But now the last 
legal excuses and labyrinthines are being exhausted. 361 On Thursday the Supreme Court met and 
listened to a Mr. Butler, the lawyer for Little Rock.362 He begged for "patience and forbearance 
for a short while." Chief Justice Warren, the Californian with the moon face and the whitening 
hair, leaned fmward and said a simple thing. "If every school district in the South," he said, "kept 
on asking for patience and delay ... how would you ever have progress?"363 
How indeed. It looks as if Little Rock, for one town, and Charlottesville, Virginia, for 
another, are at the end of their rope and are going to have progress whether they want it or not. 
Before the prospect of compulsory segregation, any humane man must take a deep breath and 
pray. "Surely," you will say, "something will happen to prevent it." I suppose so, but once 
before, almost one hundred years ago, the government held a gun at the head of the South. 364 
And it nearly wrecked the union. It might again. GOOD NIGHT [ts, tr} 
360 The.U.N. sees an intractable problem, but does not insist upon a solution, out of practical deference 
to various prejudices, including "racial prejudices." It simply says, in effect, this can't go on, something 
has to give. 
361 
and labyrinthines] del tr 
362 
a Mr. Butler,] del tr 
363 After the discussion of the U.N.'s pronouncements on population growth, AC turns to his point: 
the Supreme Court, unlike the U.N., is no respecter of"national or racial prejudices." 
36 AC seems to mean compulsory integration, not segregation, yet it is not clear why "you" will say 
something "must prevent it." The words "Surely .. . but" are typed below the salutation, and inserted 
after the word "pray" with an arrow in pencil. It might be, however, that the wreckage of the union is what 
he meant would surely be prevented. AC suggests that the Civil War was provoked by a federal threat; in 
fact, it began 12-13 April1861 with a Confederate ultimatum that the United States surrender Fort Sumter 
in Charleston harbor, South Carolina. When the ultimatum was refused, Confederate forces shelled the 
fort and forced its surrender. 
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LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 571 
[Recorded 14 February 1959 for broadcast 15 February 1959] 
[An analysis of the intelligence, character, and motivations of Abraham Lincoln, on the 
occasion of his 1501h birthday.] 
Good Evening. A good deal has happened this week that at any other time might offer us 
useful speculation, both grave and entertaining. The indestructible Mr. Dulles went to the 
hospital and finally gave in to the appallingly painful ailments that had plagued him on all his 
exhausting missions without anyone's knowing about it, except only his wife and the President.365 
And the report of editorials written for European papers was a cheering proof that in judging 
some things - simple physical courage, for instance- partisanship and flag-waving stop at the 
border. 
The Senate Rackets Committee looked into the jukebox industry, and found that the way 
these big slot-machine gramophones are sold and put into restaurants and bars is a grisly lesson in 
the more ruthless skills of gangsterism. The new governor of New York, Mr. Rockefeller, was 
trying to make up his mind whether what we call "off-track betting" and you call "book-making" 
might after all be legalized for the first time. 366 
But these preoccupations pale before the recurring fact that this last week contained the date 
- the 12th of February. It is- in the secular American calendar, the truest saint's day- in the 
North, at any rate. The South affects not to care about it, and in some southern states a governor 
or other pontifico who declared it a holiday would be ousted as soon as the people could next get 
365 John Foster Dulles (1888-1959), secretary of state 1953-59, was suffering from cancer. 
366 Nelson A. Rockefeller (1908-1979), governor 1959-73. 
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to the polls. For the lih of February is the birthdate of Abraham Lincoln, the man who for better 
or worse is thought of the world over as a humble shambling counhy boy who freed the Negroes. 
When you dlive away from Capitol Hill in Washington, and look back at it through the rear 
window of a car, you become the victim of a peculiar optical illusion. The Capitol dome itself is 
so huge in relation to the surrounding landscape that the fmiher and faster you move away from 
it, and objects on the ground shrink to pinheads, the more the dome seems to be looming after 
you. 367 It is the same with the now huge and hallowed legend of Lincoln. The further Lincoln 
recedes in time, the larger and more glittering is his halo. 368 Whenever February comes in, I am 
sme it is no secret that many, many Americans begin to wince at the sentimental orgies that will 
begin to throb in print and sob on the air in commemoration of the Feast of Abraham. It is quite 
certain, I think, that Lincoln himself- wherever he is -must be as saddened and stupefied by 
this absolutely ritual history. For the great but charmless core of a baffling man was his stony 
sense of reality, his sad and unfailing recognition that to make life a little better for any company 
ofhuman beings is an exercise quite unlike the gaudy banquets of idealism that Hollywood serve 
up with spellbinding heroes on sixty-foot screens. I am quite sure that any actor who has ever 
yearned to play Lincoln, and the hams who made it, would be deeply disappointed by the man 
himself- who was not greatly popular when he was alive, was ungainly to the point of 
repulsiveness, was hideously untidy, slow to decide anything, inept in his dealings with most men 
he had known for only a short time; a backwoods lawyer of a grinding, slow intelligence; a 
politician who, as long as he was in the lllinois state legislature, was as practical and uninspiring 
as any precinct captain. 
The myth of his greatness, his tenderness, his humor, his godlike concern for the poor man 
and the black man, is now so dense and blinding that it is almost impossible to see a recognizable 
367 looming after] chasing tr 
368 larger] more eerie and bigger ts 1'1 reading 
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human being in it. The folklore that sunounds his simplest physical acts, like writing a speech or 
buying a hat, is now so reverent that the facts of his life which are indisputable are almost as few 
as Shakespeare's. Nevertheless, we can baldly and truly say that he was born in a log cabin, 150 
years ago last Thursday, in Hardin County, Kentucky, of a poor carpenter and dirt farmer; that 
when he was seven his family piled their few rude goods on a wagon and walked off into Indiana; 
that his mother died and his stepmother was a good influence on him. That he was 6 feet three 
inches tall. That his only travels in his youth were two trips on Mississippi flatboats down to 
New Orleans. Even those journeys have been written up as a Mark Twain version of The Iliad. 
(Lincoln himself recalled them as "tedious"). That he moved on again into Illinois, split fence 
rails for the railroads and fmally settled in New Salem, Illinois. That he ran a country store and 
was a postmaster, had an unhappy love affair, and eventually got elected to the Illinois state 
government. He boned up, in his laborious fashion, on the law and practiced it in a desultory 
though sometimes shrewd way. That he went into politics, stumped for Zachary Taylor in New 
England, became known as a dependable, plodding politician of the second class, and was 
astonishingly nominated as the Presidential candidate for the newly born Republican party. 369 
Among other amiable weaknesses, which were acceptable at the time but would now 
blast a man from public life, he offered and paid a hundred dollars to a man from Kansas who 
offered (and failed) to swing the Kansas delegation over to Lincoln at the convention.370 That the 
convention itself turned down a moderate man of more fame and picked what it took to be a 
369 Zachary Taylor (1784-1850), twelfth president 1849-50. 
370 AC presents this incident as a straightforward case of vote-buying. Historian David Herbert 
Donald writes: "To a request for money from Mark W. Delahay, an old and somewhat disreputable Illinois 
friend who hoped to be a delegate to the Republican National Convention in order to promote his chance of 
being elected senator from Kansas, Lincoln responded, 'I can not enter the ring on the money basis- first, 
because, in the main, it is wrong; and secondly, I have not, and can not get, the money." Yet, admitting 
that 'in a political contest, the use of some [money], is both right, and indispensable,' he offered to furnish 
Delahay $100 for his expenses in attending the convention. (As it turned out, Delahay was not chosen as a 
Kansas delegate but went to Chicago anyhow to root for Lincoln, who paid him the money he had 
promised.)" Lincoln (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1995), 243. 
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weaker, more malleable man. 371 So- to the astonishment of everyone who had known him 
when- he was elected 16th president of the United States. He led the country through its most 
destructive crisis, the Civil War, and maintained that whether the Negroes were kept in slavery or 
set free, his whole consuming ambition was to keep the United States united. He succeeded, and 
was shot in a theater in April, 1865 and died. Then the legends and the myth began. 
Because this year is the 1501h anniversary of his birth, the annual celebrations are more fervid 
and idolatrous than ever. Let us poke around in the comers of this strange and compelling man 
for a clue that might help us see him as a human being whose greatness is not to be denied. 372 
He seems to have taken a genuine delight in his children. I say "seems" because it is always 
hard, when you are handling the Victorian artichoke, to dislodge the core of any domestic 
emotion fi·om the fatuous layers of sentimentality that overlay it. But there is enough to show that 
Lincoln, a morose man with a sad and knowing humor, could at least be carefree with his children 
and enjoy just watching and chuckling over them, free in the knowledge that no politicians, 
soldiers, contractors or railroad presidents would be pressing him to bring them up this way or 
that. Perhaps Lincoln found children refreshing because they at least are ruthlessly free from 
sentimentality until they are tutored in it. In many a dry comment of Lincoln's and in the superb 
flashes of his anger, there is the frank response of a man weary beyond telling of the overbearing 
respectability of his day. 
How about the gift of govemment? To practical men, who felt that govemment is the daily 
act of governing, that is to say of deciding, he was maddeningly non-committal about the great 
issues of the day. He would have been a sore trial to the northem liberals oftoday, who claim 
him as their patron saint. They would have thought him far more dilatory and irresolute than 
Eisenhower. He took his time over conscription, and the power to retum slaves from free states, 
371 More moderate man: William H. Seward (1801-1872), later Lincoln ' s secretary of state. 
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and the assignment of government contracts, and the ultimate place of the Negro. But in the end, 
he always did commit himself on fundamental things; and when he made his mind up, it closed 
with the resounding bang of a steel trap. At some middle point of his life, which has never been 
closely examined by psychologists or literary critics, he stopped writing and talking fustian and 
demagoguery and talked and wrote the plainest, most sinewy and ornery good sense that any 
statesman has used in English in two centuries. 
But he never did commit himself about religion. Of all the American presidents he alone 
claimed no religious denomination. Like all the statesmen of his day, he talked as if God were his 
boss, with whom he had at least the privilege of a weekly interview. But there is no proof that he 
was even a convinced Christian. His first biographer, who knew him well, is certain he was an 
atheist. 373 If it is so, the American people have been quick to blush, to cough and look the other 
way. We can only say that if he was an unbeliever, his behavior was characteristically frank and 
honorable. No man today dare run for President without first picking up some denominational 
tag -borrowed perhaps from a grandfather or a pious aunt- and pinning it on his entry in the 
American Who 's Who. 
We come down in the end, and inevitably in this age ofFaubus, to Lincoln and the Negro. 
His long-delayed signing of the Emancipation Proclamation, whereby Negro slaves were to be set 
free in the states fighting the union, has been taken by succeeding generations to be the noble, 
instantaneous Magna Carta for the Negro race here and abroad. (This week the government of 
Ghana issued a stamp with Lincoln's likeness on it.) In doleful fact, it did not free or mean to 
free the slaves of Tennessee, parts ofVirginia and Louisiana, or of Lincoln's beloved border 
states that were on the Union side. Today, all northern orators assume when they do not 
pontificate that Lincoln would have been the first integrationist in the land. This is a whopping 
373 William H. Herndon, Lincoln's former law partner: Herndon 's Lincoln: The True Story of a Great 
Life, 1899. 
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assumption and probably dead wrong. The South knows it and quotes to itself Lincoln's strong 
feelings against inter-maniage, his passion for colonizing the Negroes back in Africa, where they 
came from, and his remark that "there is a natural disgust in the minds of nearly all white people 
at the idea of an indiscriminate amalgamation of the white and black men. "374 And the 
integrationists hail his angry sentence - in a famous letter to a friend: "Our progress in 
degeneracy appears to me pretty rapid. As a nation we began by declaring that 'all men are 
created equal. ' We now practically read it, all men are created equal, except Negroes ." 
The political greatness of Lincoln existed in the very qualities that were so initating to the 
idealists of his day: his detennination to bite off one thing at a time, to take an unconscionable 
time making up his mind, but once having done so to commit himself absolutely against the 
intrigues of his enemies, the loss of friends, the jeers of the considerable populace that called him 
The Baboon. The human greatness is there in his melancholy good nature, his generosity towards 
old allies turned enemy, his solid grasp of the better ambitions of ordinary men, at a time when no 
governments anywhere were being run with the ordinary man's welfare as their first aim. 
Very little of such speculation about him has come up this week. It has been cloying psalms 
of praise, and windy sentimentalities that pain decent men. For it is much easier, and lazier, to 
revere a great man than to try and understand him. To reverence any human being is to admit to 
infatuation; that is to say, to an emotion that is obstinate and infantile and generally distressing to 
everybody looking on. Good Night. [ts, tr] 
374 
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LETTER FROM AMERICA No. 590375 
[Recorded 26 June 1959 for broadcast 28 June 1959] 
[Three brief notes on race: first, a dispute in New York over racial integration; second, the 
realization that the struggle over racial justice in America will go on for decades; third, a worry 
about the health of one of the musical idols of Cooke's youth, Louis Armstrong.] 
Good Evening. Last week I hinted at the bewilderment that overtakes a man when he comes 
back to the place he lives and hies to catch up with even the general drift of things that have 
happened since he went away. The strangeness of most things around you, when you've been 
away only five weeks, is a shock: according to the travel writers it is good for you and sets you 
comparing other people's values with your own. According to me, it is too scary to be good for 
you, because it seems to show how frail is your allegiance to your own habits and way of life. 
Maybe the thing to be is a zombie, someone who just mooches doggedly from place to place with 
his arms out to avoid hitting doors, a person who does everything the way he was taught to in 
early childhood- such people are not only not rare- they make up most of the population in 
any country.376 If they are German, they never pause to consider what a grotesque method they 
use of making up a bed; if they are American it never occurs to them that a slight variation in the 
process of cutting up a pig would give them a kind of bacon that does not vanish in the cooking; 
if they are English - never mind. 
For the last week, or for the first part of it anyway, I found myself lamenting the heat and 
humidity ofNew York, raging at all billboards whether in Times Square or in the middle of the 
375Page 3 of ts missing; lacuna filled from tr. 
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country, and puzzling over the new things that had happened in what the magazines call national 
news- the things I was having to get familiar with- the big switch down in Cuba (Castro's 
men had started shaving their beards); the extraordinary performance of the state of Louisiana in 
committing then releasing then committing its governor; the fury that had developed in this town 
over the Mayor's proposal to put a ten percent tax on all taxi fares. 377 However, it does not take 
long to master these things- I say this without any sense of boasting- once you get used to 
any job, no matter how eccentric or mysterious it seems at the start. I recall my first staff job as a 
foreign correspondent in New York twenty years ago. My chief was a tall, kindly and incredibly 
aged man- he must have been, I guess, in his fifties. He had been a newspaperman all his life 
and he covered New York and most news outside Washington for a distinguished English 
daily. 378 He had the sense not to niggle over my copy. He was too sensible to show me the 
ropes -he just indicated where the ropes were. It was up to me to get the feel of them myself. I 
soon came to take for granted the ridiculously wide range of topics a foreign correspondent is 
called on to cover, but one branch of his work filled me with terror and deep admiration. Every 
Sunday morning he used to come into the office to write his expert Monday morning piece on 
finance. It ran always to about a thousand words, was highly prized by our editors - and- I 
was once told- though I can't swear to this- had a profound effect on the movement of stocks 
and bonds on the London market. One day I said to him, there's one part of the job I'll never be 
able to do for you. If you fall ill, London is going to have to shift for itself in the matter of 
knowing the inside story about Wall Street and the money market. I used to read these pieces 
377 started 1\ shaving] - heavens!- tr. Lousiana governor: Earl K. Long (1895-1960) was 
hospitalized in 1959 for a psychiatric disorder, never publicly identified, today thought to have been bipolar 
disorder. Michael L. Kurtz and Morgan D. Peoples, Earl K. Long: The Saga of Uncle Earl and Louisiana 
Politics (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1992), xv-xvi. 
378 Cooke's first newspaper job in the United States, in 1939, was as junior correspondent for The 
Times of London. His mentor was Wilmott Lewis, who remained a friend until his death in 1950. See 
Nick Clarke, Alistair Cooke: A Biography (New York: Arcade Publishing, 1999), 149. For Lewis's most 
embarrassing professional moment- the attack on Pearl Harbor- see Letter 642 (4 September 1960). 
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with my mouth open. Hardly a clause made any sense whatever to me, which at one stage of 
your life is the highest compliment you can pay to any writer. He looked at me with a wide grin 
as he turned in the last part of his story. He said, when I was asked to start this weekly column I 
felt just the way you do. Then he said an awful thing, with his voice down, and his head, I'm 
sorry to say, up. He said: you don't think I know a thing about finance, do you? I wouldn't 
know a debenture from a proxy fight. (A man who can say that isn't as foolish as he sounds). He 
said, but I got to learn the jargon and find out how the bits of it piece together. I marvel myself 
when I read it, but evidently it makes some sort of sense. The editor says it's invaluable. He 
chuckled and we went off to lunch pondering on the scoundrel that's in all of us. 379 And I felt a 
whole lot better about the frightening wisdom of my schoolmasters. I'll bet most of them stayed 
one lesson ahead of me. 
Still, I don't propose to put my head in a noose just yet, by going on in a familiar way about 
presidential vetoes and Senate bills that came out of nowhere, while I was in Spain or Morocco. 
However, after a day or two of thinking how strange the news is, you then get a much more 
depressing feeling which is brought on by the recognition of how familiar all the news is. Once 
the little novelties come and go, the big and changeless topics remain. I see that a Teamster 
official in Pittsburgh is said to have been given about a hundred thousand dollars over nine years 
to keep the peace in labor relations. "Hoffa's Union still unpurged," said a headline yesterday, 
and three months ago, and six months ago. "Castro's troops move in to police two million three 
hundred thousand acres of farmland," "Senator Kennedy makes foray into Ohio in presidential 
bid"- Un huh?380 "A nuclear attack on the United States," says the office of Civil and Defense 
Mobilization, "would kill about forty-eight point nine two million Americans." 
379 ts interrupted after "pondering" 
380 Un huh?: possibly meaning, "no surprise- just as we expected." 
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Two troops of pickets marched outside City Hall on Thursday, one of them asking the city to 
stop transferring Negro and Puerto Rican students to schools that are mainly white; the other team 
carried placards reading, "Don't segregate our integrated schools." Hoffa, Senator Kennedy, 
nuclear bombs, Castro's fatm programs, integration- I have been here before. And will be 
again, and heaven knows when we'll be able to say "Remember the old days of labor 
racketeering? Remember Jimmy- what was his name? Hoffa?38 1 Remember when Jack 
Kennedy thought he could get to be president?" I don't think I shall live long enough to be able 
to say, "Remember when segregation was the hot potato?" It will be, for many years, perhaps for 
many decades yet to come. 
No wonder then that people turn with a kind of relief, however comic, however sad, to 
consider things that have not happened before. The first Scandinavian ever to fight for the 
world's heavyweight championship.382 A news flash from Italy on Friday said that Louis 
Armstrong was gravely ill, and many Americans of all ages and conditions brooded awhile on 
what was magical about a brassy little colored boy from New Orleans who went to Chicago and 
sang in a gravelly outrageous voice, and blew a mad pure trumpet and yet in time became the 
acknowledged king of the truly native American music- a man who wrote the primer of jazz 
playing as surely as Euclid wrote the rules of geometry. "The angles at the base of an isosceles 
triangle are equal." Of course,- it is absurdly, beautifully simple once it's been pointed out to 
you. Similarly, when Armstrong sang "Basin Street is a street, where all the dark and the light 
folks meet" or any one of a hundred songs - first we crowed with delight over an original way 
381 James Hoffa (1913-1975), longtime president of the Teamsters union, accused of corruption, 
acquitted in 1958 and convicted in 1964. 
382 Ts resumes with "championship"; Scandinavian: Ingmar Johansson (1932-2009) of Sweden, 
heavyweight boxing champion 1959-60. 
248 
of phrasing songs and turning them into jazz. And then, for the next twenty years, there seemed 
no other way to sing them. 383 
We turned at the weekend back to the old insoluble themes. Senator McClellan stmted yet 
another round of hearings before his Senate Labor Racket Committee. 384 Geneva kept falling into 
everybody's conversation, like a stone that ripples the water for a moment and goes to the bottom 
and leaves nothing changed. 
Mayor Wagner went ahead with his threat, which had been brewing when I left New York 
and causing the taxi drivers to get very blasphemous and red eyed about Mayor Wagner. 385 New 
York City- like almost every other big city in the country in these prosperous days - is having 
a terrible time staying solvent. It needs more and more money to pay for the costs of doing any 
sort of work on the city- from building bus terminals to clearing slums. A great deal has been 
done in the past few years to clear the slums of the upper East Side and the upper West Side. But 
it costs seven times as much today, as it did in 1935, to get a man to wield a bulldozer, to plant a 
stick of dynamite, to catt away the mere rubbish of the old before you start putting up the new. 
Well, in a word, the Mayor is stumping for about another hundred million dollars or so. He saw 
the chance of picking up about twenty millions of it a year by putting a ten percent tax on all 
taxicab fares. The meters are going to be adjusted so that the moment the driver pulls his flag 
down it will say thirtyfive cents (that's about two and sixpence) to begin with instead of 
twentyfive cents.386 Until they fix the meters, the cabs will carry a sign warning the passenger 
383 sing them. A ] He taught babies yet unborn what they will never know they never knew. I can' t 
think of a better epitaph. ts l sr reading I.e., Armstrong's example, that a poor black child can achieve 
greatness, is so demonstrative that future children will not know that it was any other way. For 
Armstrong's role in Cooke's psychological separation from the world of his parents, see Letter 1169 (10 
July 1971). Armstrong recovered from his illness. 
384 John L. McClellan (1896-1977), U.S. senator from Arkansas 1943-77. As chairman of the Senate 
Permanent Subcommittee on Investigation, he presided over hearings on union corruption. His chief 
counsel and staff director was Robert F. Kennedy. 
385 Robert F. Wagner Jr. (1910-1991), mayor 1954-65. 
386 two and sixpence] half-a-crown tr 
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that he must pay ten percent more than the meter indicates or risk punishment by jail, fine etc. It 
doesn't take enormous charity to guess what the cab drivers' view of this is. They argued, when 
the thing was first suggested, that it would take a very high-minded and imaginative sort of 
passenger to add ten percent to the meter and then to say, "Goodness, I forgot to figure an extra 
fifteen percent for your tip." The drivers say they are being forced without pay into the position 
of city collectors of taxes (with an e) and sacrificing part of their own salary in the process. The 
Mayor says that if their wages "appreciably diminish" (that's his phrase, not the cab drivers')-
he will strike out the bill and think again. As a chronic addict of taxis, I must rule myself out of 
an objective report on this matter. It seems to me there is no decent argument against the 
cabdrivers' grouch. They carry human beings, not supermen. 
Which reminds me forcibly of something new that has happened this week in the Senate, 
which may be the beginning (I hope) of a trend to admit that American Congressmen are not 
superhumanly virtuous but frail clay, even as you and I. It is one of the oddities ofthe American 
system that it believes so deeply in the idealism of the men who serve it that it often invents no 
safeguards against the possibility that some congressmen may be mortal. Membership on 
Committees of Congress, for instance, is a mad scramble for privilege - a man from a farm state 
will itch and fight through the years to get on the Senate or House Agriculture Committee -
whereas in England he's the last man who would be chosen- not because Britons are naturally 
more virtuous but because Parliament doesn't expect them to be more than human and thinks it 
better not to tempt good men too far. In this country on the contrary, we swear in a legislator, 
believe he will give his godlike all for our welfare, and then we put him at the mercy of armies of 
lobbyists - in fact we put him on the receiving end of a cornucopia. I doubt very much whether 
any English m.p. puts his wife to work as his secretary and charges his constituents for it. Yet last 
year it came out that about sixty Congressmen had some members of their family on the public 
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payroll. One Senator employed his son as his secretmy at the handsome salmy of $11,000 a year. 
One senator put his wife and the family porch on the payroll. He saw people on his front porch, 
didn't he? He talked politics. Very well, then, it was a sort of office. He charged it off to 
expenses. 
No more, he won' t. The Senate passed this week a bill which makes it compulsory to publish 
four times a year the names and salaries of people employed by the senators. Some Senators say 
that this new law is an insult to their honor. It is embarrassing to have your honor impugned. But 
not as embarrassing as being found out. Good Night.387 [ts, tr] 
387 Ts holograph from "Some Senators" to the end. 
